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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 
 

The Good Guys Might Not Wear White Hats: Positing a Shift in the American Monomyth 
 
 

by 
 
 

Corinne Elizabeth Knight 
 

Doctor of Philosophy, Graduate Program in Religious Studies 
University of California, Riverside, September 2017 

Dr. Melissa M. Wilcox, Chairperson 
 
 
 

 
The American Monomyth, first named and described by Lawrence and Jewett, has 

woven its way through American popular culture. This pervasive structure, with roots in Puritan 

captivity narratives, American westward expansion, and the creation and serialization of 

superhero comics and radio programs, has entertained generations of consumers and altered 

how they conceive of and interact with the world around them. But this structure has also had 

negative effects on audiences, and Jewett and Lawrence, after analyzing this monomythic 

framework and its effects in their 1977 and 2002 books, called for its replacement. 

 While they do not suggest a replacement, this dissertation proposes the Transitional 

Monomyth, a framework reflecting changes already taking place in American pop culture, and 

uses the long-running webcomic Girl Genius, by Phil and Kaja Foglio, as a case study in the 

application of the Transitional Monomyth and its corollaries. This framework notes the shift away 

from abstemious heroes, two-dimensional villains, and largely unassisted successes and toward 

flawed protagonists, understandable antagonists, and well-rounded secondary characters, while 

still allowing for the persistence of certain elements from the American Monomyth, including an 

emphasis on salvific impulses and the liminality of protagonists. While this framework is not the 

only one in operation in works of pop culture, it does appear to have gained in popularity, as 
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reflected in a greater number of movies and television series with flawed protagonists or outright 

antiheroes. 

 The prevalence of this narrative framework may point to a shifting conception of the 

larger culture. The idea of flawless heroes who always emerge victorious against the villain may 

no longer be as appealing because reality is far more nuanced. This shift in popular culture 

might also be pointing away from older conceptions of American culture and historical heroes 

toward a more nuanced understanding of American history and religiosity—rather than sanitized 

narratives that have isolated and marginalized, a greater push is and has been well underway to 

re-build a more thorough and representative history that acknowledges, includes, and 

recognizes.  
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In the Beginning: A Preview of Coming Attractions 
 

“If it isn’t popular, it isn’t culture.” 
Peter Rollins, founder, Southwest Popular/American Culture Association 

 
 
 Religious studies as a field offers a broad spectrum of approaches for research and 

study, to the point that even selecting a subfield can lead down a staggeringly deep rabbit hole. 

This project, for example, has its roots in the study of American religious history colliding with 

popular culture. This project has grown out of the study of the ways in which popular culture 

serves as reflection of and commentary on larger culture, including religion, in the US and 

beyond. 

 This project examines this intersection; in particular, it focuses on the way in which 

popular culture is evolving to respond to a shift in perspectives. Even more specifically, this 

project looks at the way American culture is changing how it creates and consumes heroes and 

villains in popular culture. Lawrence and Jewett assert that we have long since moved beyond 

Joseph Campbell’s monomyth—the hero’s journey—in American popular culture; likewise, I 

assert that we have moved beyond Lawrence and Jewett’s American Monomyth—the cowboy 

hero in a white hat—into a new phase of protagonists, antagonists, and significant secondary 

characters. 

 I assert that we are at a point of monomythic transition, and this project will proffer a new 

monomythic approach that more fully accommodates this transitional phase. Our heroes are 

flawed, our villains understandable, and our secondary characters are less secondary than they 

used to be, and it is time for the monomyth to adjust accordingly. 

 

We’re in a period of what, now? 

 The late 20th and early 21st centuries have seen a shift in American religion and 

religiosity. Change is, by its very nature, unsettling, and this change has led to feelings of 

ambiguity. We have found ourselves asking questions about defining the grey areas, about 
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handling flux and uncertainty. And, over time, we have also seen a change in how we construct 

and consume depictions of heroes and heroic activity. Less prevalent are the largely two-

dimensional protagonists wearing white hats who ride in to save the day and ride off into the 

sunset after, or the equally flat villains leveled in a brief shootout (or some genre-appropriate 

equivalent). Increasingly, our “good guys” are deeply flawed human beings, with lives outside of 

their presupposed valorous goals; likewise, our “bad guys” are more nuanced baddies who may 

have understandable motivations behind their villainy beyond simply being, well, villains. This, I 

argue (and will argue throughout this project), is a response to Lawrence and Jewett’s concept 

of the American Monomyth, which is, in turn, a response to Joseph Campbell’s conception of 

the monomyth. 

 

How do the two differ, and why does that matter? 

 The classical and American monomyths will be discussed in great detail in the theory 

chapter, so this section will serve as a brief synopsis of the two concepts. Joseph Campbell’s 

monomythic concept1 structured the hero’s journey, a process that involved leaving the 

community, a period of maturation or transformation, saving the day through various interesting 

means, and returning home changed but victorious. An excellent example, used by Lawrence 

and Jewett in their discussion, is the original Star Wars trilogy: Luke Skywalker, an orphaned 

farm boy, is forced to leave the safety of the moisture farm to save the galaxy from the 

machinations of the Empire. Along the way, he finds out who he really is and where he fits into 

the larger narrative, trains to reach his potential, battles the foe with assistance from forces both 

supernatural and not, and, having triumphed, returns to a society once more at peace. Indeed, 

Luke finishes the trilogy actively being recognized as a hero by an assembled audience—he is 

                                                
1 This is exceedingly simplified, intended merely as a summation to introduce the concept. 
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part of society again. A more celebrated and honored part, certainly, but he can reintegrate into 

(relatively) normal life again. 

 In contrast, the American Monomyth as postulated by Jewett and Lawrence (or 

Lawrence and Jewett—in the follow-up book, the names are reversed)2 offers a slightly different 

take, one that they demonstrate is rooted in specifically American conceptions of self, nation, 

history, and more. While in the Campbellian monomyth the hero generally arises from and 

returns to his or her community, in the American Monomyth, the hero is an outsider who enters 

the imperiled and formerly Edenic community, saves the day in a redemptive fashion, and, 

mission accomplished, recedes from view—the hero departs, leaving the community to return to 

business as usual. Easily recognizable examples abound in American pop culture: films of the 

Western genre, particularly those featuring John Wayne, are shining examples of the American 

monomythic hero who rides into town, saves the day, and rides off into the sunset. 

 Lawrence and Jewett do use this and other examples, but in keeping with the Star Wars 

model used earlier, they also offer Star Trek as an example of the American Monomyth. The 

Enterprise and its crew traverse the galaxy, arriving on scene during situations of great turmoil, 

save the day for these “new worlds and new civilizations3,” and fly off at the end of each 

episode, usually never to be seen again (with the exception of some repeated encounters with 

popular allies or adversaries). Unlike Luke Skywalker, the crew of the Enterprise, particularly the 

captains, cannot remain in place. They may have a home planet to return to eventually, but, in 

the meantime, the storyline requires that they move on to the next planet, and the next, and the 

next. This lack of reabsorption into society is one of the hallmarks of the American Monomyth, 

as is the idea of “saving” the day—there is an inherent salvific task at hand for heroes of this 

type, and the expectation is that they be a virtuous, valorous hero. The monomythic structure 

                                                
2 Their first book on the topic, The American Monomyth, was published in 1977, while their second book, The Myth of 
the American Superhero, was published in 2002. 
3 Whether these civilizations wanted or needed intervention is a different story entirely, one best suited to other 
projects. 
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shifts taking place between the two are significant and, according to Lawrence and Jewett, 

deeply rooted in American literature and history. 

 

So there are two monomythic structures in play? 

 This project’s focus is on responding to and building from one specific monomythic 

structure. There are absolutely other alternatives, in addition to complications and complexities 

that inevitably pop up whenever frameworks are under discussion. Regardless of any other 

peripheral issues, though, this project operates in conversation with the American Monomyth 

and, to a far lesser extent, the Campbellian monomyth. 

 I postulate that there is currently a transition taking place between Lawrence and 

Jewett’s American Monomyth and something else. What that new concept will be has yet to be 

revealed, as there is still a significant amount of pop culture content being produced in keeping 

with the American monomythic framework, and some is even still in keeping with the classical 

Campbellian monomyth. Additionally, not every pop culture artifact produced is precisely 

monomythic in nature, so despite their pervasiveness, there are other frameworks in existence. 

We could even complicate it further and note that the spread of American pop culture to a global 

stage has started to influence international audiences in the same way it has been influencing 

domestic ones for many, many decades (Lawrence and Jewett 360). Nevertheless, whatever 

extra layers and complications we may add (and that would be well worth exploring in future 

projects), the current project will evaluate the history of and the shift in the American Monomyth, 

suggest the transitional monomythic framework postulated above, and apply it and its corollaries 

to a pop culture example. 

 
Great! Where does Girl Genius come into it, though? 

 To investigate this shift in the American monomyth into a more transitional conception, I 

will be applying this new framework to the webcomic Girl Genius, its protagonists, antagonists, 



5 
 

and secondary characters. This case study will use this webcomic to demonstrate the transition 

currently taking place as pop culture shifts away from the American Monomyth We are 

experiencing a moment of transition into something more nuanced than previously seen in 

American pop culture, and this webcomic, though just one example, provides some interesting 

avenues of exploration. 

 Girl Genius is a long-running webcomic in the steampunk style4; it centers on the 

protagonist Agatha Heterodyne as she emerges from the life of a failing university student to 

find out that she is the last of a historically powerful (and dangerous) family. The story follows 

her realizing that she is, in fact, a genius whose innate talent (the “Spark”) has been suppressed 

as she grew up, and now she must restore the House of Heterodyne and reestablish their city, 

Mechanicsburg, as she takes her place among the leaders of Europa. Along the way, she 

encounters characters who support and oppose her, including potential beaux Gil and Tarvek, 

themselves members of powerful dynastic houses; the devoted Jägermonsters, the “created” 

fighting force of the Heterodynes; the Baron, leader of Europa and the story’s chief antagonist; 

and the Other, an entity of sheer evil, determined to enslave all of Europa under her bidding. 

While Girl Genius has been frequently discussed in both fan and academic contexts at venues 

such as San Diego Comic-Con and WonderCon (and their embedded academic conference, the 

Comic Arts Conference), topics have, based on casual observation, tended to center more on 

the story’s place in the steampunk genre or on Agatha’s role as a strong female protagonist, 

leaving plenty of room for discussions of monomythic content and character development. 

                                                
4 While “steampunk” is a more widely recognized term in the sci-fi/fantasy community, the creators of Girl Genius, 
Phil and Kaja Foglio, use the term “gaslamp fantasy” (a term of their own creation) as a descriptor instead: 

Influences include Jules Verne and H. Rider Haggard. Expect big, clanking Victorian-style tech, old-
fashioned clothes, Frankenstein monsters and airships. Lots and lots of airships. Is it magic? Is it 
science? A little of both, I suppose--it's Mad Science. The term actually came about when Kaja mis-
remembered something and accidentally came up with her own term. It works. We like it. (Foglio) 

For the sake of this project, I will use “steampunk” as a more general term and “gaslamp fantasy” as a descriptor for 
Girl Genius in particular. 
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 This is not, however, to discount the value of a lead character being female. While there 

have absolutely been female heroes in pop culture over the years5, the iconic hero of the 

American monomyth was almost always male. Agatha Heterodyne, then, serves to emphasize 

the transition underway because she is markedly different from the “typical” American 

monomythic hero. Additionally, the Baron, a character largely either loathed or grudgingly 

respected, demonstrates how a generally accepted villain can no longer be a strawman whose 

sole purpose is to give the hero something to knock down—he offers a multifaceted character 

with reasons behind his actions, reasons that the audience then has to reckon with. The 

secondary characters, including but not limited to the Jägermonsters, present a unique 

challenge in that they too are not two-dimensional figures but are in fact significant players in 

their own right (and, I argue, often the ones with the clearest grasp of the situation). These are 

just a handful of the exploratory avenues to be discussed during the course of this project. 

 

Sure, but why comics? Isn’t that just a little too… pop culture-y? 

 Not at all—comics are so much more than tights and capes! For many, many decades 

they’ve generally been considered low art at best—a brief diversion enjoyed over coffee or 

orange juice in the morning before moving on to more intellectual pursuits or an episodic 

distraction from homework. At worst, they’ve been seen as a corrupter of masses of innocent 

youths, filling their minds with vulgarities, violence, and sex. 

 But for the fans, for the millions of eager and enthusiastic consumers, these are 

treasured objects to be read, digested, collected, bequeathed. These are points of nostalgia and 

conversation, posted on cubicle walls, chalkboards, and social media pages. There are fan 

                                                
5 Lawrence and Jewett do note the existence of female American monomythic heroes in popular culture, including in 
literature dating back to the Puritans, but these heroines “operate” in a significantly different way from their male 
counterparts—more on this in the theory chapter. 
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clubs, discussion boards and forums, and massive conventions. They are teaching tools in 

literacy campaigns and gathering points for individuals seeking communities. 

 Comics: comic books, graphic novels, comic strips, webcomics—the place where words 

and pictures collide to create a whole greater than the sum of the parts has long been contested 

ground. But as with most contested ground, it bears study and investigation. One side effect of 

employing a webcomic such as Girl Genius in this sort of project is that it engages the idea that 

comics, including webcomics, can serve as a social and cultural mirror. Using this form in 

academic discussion forces us to raise pointed questions. How do comics (in all forms) serve to 

respond to a shifting picture of religion and religiosity in the US, particularly in terms of how we 

think of heroes and villains—the very meat and potatoes of the superhero genre that so often 

come to mind when people think of comics—as we transition from virtuous superheroes in 

brightly-colored Spandex to relatable figures? How do we negotiate, how have we negotiated, 

this position of flux? 

 Comics are not the only medium in popular culture that serves this role—far from it!—but 

in an effort both to stay focused in the scope of this project and to broaden the larger 

conversations taking place in the field of pop culture studies, this, or more specifically, 

webcomics, is my medium of choice for this project. The election to work with comics in such an 

exploration is not new; the study of religion and popular culture is an established one, and the 

use of superheroes and comic books to discuss larger trends and thought patterns in American 

religion and religiosity has been quite popular for some time, with authors publishing articles in 

peer-reviewed journals; writing books such as Our Gods Wear Spandex, The Gospel According 

to Superheroes, Do the Gods Wear Capes, and more; and forming groups online and at 

conferences. Pieces on superheroes (along with other features of American pop culture) are 

included in the text Religion and Popular Culture in America, edited by Forbes and Mahan; this 

text, originally published in 1960, is now in its third edition, with new articles reflecting the 

persistence and relevance, if not immediacy, of discussing this intersection. Multiple webpages 
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listing the religious affiliation of major and minor superheroes exist online. Superheroes have 

won our hearts as readers, but they have also won our minds as scholars, and scholars in 

religious studies have been no exception. 

 

So, what are webcomics, anyway?  

 Good question! For the sake of this dissertation, webcomics are, simply put, comics 

hosted either in part or entirely online. While some creators have worked in print (in more of a 

graphic novel format) before or alongside transferring their works online, as is the case with the 

creators of the webcomic Girl Genius, most others have elected to work exclusively online, with 

some publishing, through various means, print collections of their series’ runs, as is the case 

with creators like Sheldon’s Dave Kellett or the creators of Darwin Carmichael is Going to Hell. 

 Why webcomics? Specifically, in terms of sequential art, why webcomics, especially 

when the US has a long-established print comics heritage that dates back to newspaper icons 

like The Yellow Kid and Little Nemo and continues to reach millions of readers today, even as 

more and more authorities in various publishing and cartooning circles trumpet the end of the 

print era? 

 Webcomics are appealing from a research standpoint for a variety of reasons. The first 

is that webcomics are easily accessed. Virtually any computer with an internet connection can 

consume what the creators have posted, without the restrictions that may come with, for 

example, differences in regionality (DVD settings, television networks and programming), online 

streaming media restrictions (video or online radio availability in some countries but not others), 

or additional cost of access (movie tickets, streaming content, physical copies of media forms). 

 Beyond relatively free access to the story as it unfolds, readers also generally have free 

and unfettered access to archived materials in a way that doesn’t typically exist for other forms. 

While the internet has made accessing television episodes, for example, much easier through 

streaming sources, not all production companies participate, and not all content is freely 
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available. For the most part, a viewer would typically have to purchase a DVD compilation of 

episodes, subscribe to a streaming service, or wait for reruns or for a program to go into 

syndication (the only free—though rather unpredictable—route, generally speaking). 

 The same situations generally apply to print comics; while syndication and distribution 

companies are increasingly hosting strips online, not all creators have participated or currently 

participate in syndication programs (Calvin & Hobbes’ Bill Watterson chief among them 

historically, although even Calvin & Hobbes has made it onto the web of late), and not all 

syndications allow for free access of their hosted materials beyond a certain point in time. The 

end result is that the best way to have a durable archive is to have a purchased print 

compilation in hand. 

 This is not the case for webcomics. The vast majority of creators have freely accessible 

archives of past strips, many of them searchable and most of them easily navigable. These 

archives generally contain the entire corpus of strips to date, and, as is the case with the more 

established webcomics empires6, these archives can contain nearly two decades’ worth of work. 

Many creators do elect to publish printed collections of strips, but their creations are generally 

webcomics first and printed editions second. 

 This isn’t to say that the printed compilations don’t have a place for either fan or 

researcher; beyond having instantaneous access to favorite storylines whether online or off, 

these collections can also serve as a hedged bet of sorts, a means to hold onto a creation in 

case an online archive is unstable or risks being removed for any number of reasons.  

 Another argument in favor of working with webcomics is the ability to contact authors 

and artists. These content creators are often very connected to their audiences in various ways. 

The web presence of their works facilitates audience involvement in a way that other media 

                                                
6 Two of the granddaddies of the form, Penny Arcade and PVP, will both celebrate 19 years online during 2017, while 
Something*Positive will have been online for 16 years and Girl Genius 15 by the end of 2017. Pop culture website 
TVTropes.org lists webcomics even older than these, noting that “[t]he first known webcomic began in 1985 (‘Witches 
and Stitches’), but the medium didn’t really take off until 1993, making it one of the oldest types of New Media” (“Web 
Comics Long-Runners”). 
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forms may not allow. Creators often host forums in which readers can discuss aspects of the 

comic with one another; email allows for feedback, comments, and questions; Facebook and 

other social media platforms deliver content and create spaces for open conversation; and 

conventions create a means for direct, face-to-face interaction. 

 While this may also be the case for more traditional media forms (indeed, comics 

conventions have served this purpose for print comics for decades, with film and television also 

gaining greater presence at these events over time), it is possible that webcomics content 

creators may have an edge in that they have mastered the aspects of the medium by which they 

create that content, and that includes the inherently short distance between creator and reader, 

or, in the case of this project, between creator and researcher. 

 Finally, webcomics make the ideal platform for research due to their position on the 

internet. As relatively free-standing entities, they are unfettered by the kind of censoring or 

content regulatory oversight that is in place on film, television, or music productions. Webcomics 

content is largely self-regulated by the creator and by what the audience will consume, rather 

than by what is permitted on screen. Additionally, advertising revenue, which is occasionally 

used as leverage in controlling content on television, is managed differently in regard to 

webcomics. Webcomics do indeed rely on click-through advertising space to varying degrees, 

but those entities advertising on webcomics tend to seek them out, and content creators have 

some measure of control over who or what advertises on their site, which points to advertising 

being a source of revenue instead of being both that and as a means of control. 

 The fact that neither regulatory agencies nor advertisers hold total sway over content 

points, I believe, to an ability on the part of webcomic content creators to be more open in terms 

of that content—concepts like religion, sex, identity, politics, or other controversial topics can be 

discussed in a more free and open way than in other media forms. While there is always a risk 

that the audience, or segments of it, will stop consuming the material (or will provide ample 

feedback through the variety of avenues discussed earlier) if offended, for the most part, content 
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creators can keep on creating as they see fit without an external entity controlling content 

directly (censoring, rating, scheduling blocks) or indirectly (economic pressure). The material 

presented is more unfettered as a result, providing a different content base than in other media 

forms. 

 

That makes sense. What’s next, then? 

 This project will first begin with a chapter fully examining the origins, structures, and 

significance of the American monomyth as set forth by Lawrence and Jewett. Establishing this 

theoretical foundation, including the ways in which other scholars have responded to and 

pushed back against the concept, allows for the construction of a new monomythic theory that 

accounts for the transitional shift and provides a grounding for a responsive theory, which will be 

presented at the end of that chapter. 

 Subsequent chapters will apply the Transitional Monomyth and its proposed corollaries 

to the setting and characters in Girl Genius. The theory as I propose it has three corollaries 

relating to the protagonists and antagonists, the presence of “pure” good and evil, and the role 

and positioning of the secondary characters in the work; these features both build on concepts 

raised by Lawrence and Jewett and on voids in their construct that needed to be addressed. 

The project will then conclude with a brief discussion of other applications of this theoretical 

framework to American pop culture and beyond. 

 

Sounds like fun! 

I completely agree! Let’s begin. 
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In Theory… 
 

“Strong hands, strong mind 
Strong all the time 

Straightforward and kind 
Too simply defined 

'Cause no one wants to know 
The man who stands for things 

we outgrow 
He's too noble and too blind 

We're all older now 
And we don't need someone to 

care about 
The innocence we left behind 

Don't touch that dial 
It’s just that goodness is out of 

style” 
 

 
-- “No One Likes Superman Anymore (EP Version),” I Fight Dragons 

Brian Kenig Mazzaferri 

 

 Before any analysis of Girl Genius can begin in earnest, a discussion of the theoretical 

underpinnings of the project as a whole must be considered. In this chapter, I will discuss the 

construction of the American Monomyth concept, its roots in and divergence from the 

Campbellian monomyth, its construction and history, and the issues that arise from its pervasive 

nature. Also under consideration are the ways in which, over time, there have been pushbacks 

against the concept of the American Monomyth, along with calls by the concept’s creators, John 

Shelton Lawrence and Robert Jewett, to seriously evaluate its presence in our popular culture. I 

will conclude the chapter by establishing my position on the debate and the framework I intend 

to use going forward in this project. 

 

From Monomyth to Monomyth 

The structure of and continuing need for myths  

 In their 1977 work, The American Monomyth, Jewett and Lawrence put forth the 

American Monomyth as a concept that structures how American culture has come to see the 

idea of “heroes” and, to a lesser extent, “villains,” and they expand upon the concept and its 

prevalence (in both positive and negative ways) in their 2002 work, The Myth of the American 

Superhero. The idea of myth and of something being “mythical,” as they use it in these texts, is 

that of “dramatic stories told to convey a people’s sense of reality and proper response to 
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threat,” and such myths do not necessarily need to be religious in nature (Lawrence and Jewett 

111). They cite Richard Slotkin, who provides his own definition: 

A mythology is a complex of narratives that dramatizes the world vision and 

historical sense of a people or culture, reducing centuries of experience into a 

constellation of compelling metaphors. The narrative action of the myth-tale 

recapitulates that people’s experience in its relation to their gods and the 

cosmos, and reduces both experience and vision to a paradigm… [and] provides 

a scenario or prescription for action, defining and limiting the possibilities for 

human response to the universe. (Slotkin, in Jewett and Lawrence 43). 

While he does also state that “[t]he believer’s response to his myth is essentially nonrational and 

religious” (Slotkin, in Jewett and Lawrence 43), the rest of this definition could easily be applied 

in not-explicitly-religious contexts; for instance, this conception of myth as a narrative that 

directs action and behavior could (and does) easily situate itself in popular culture contexts. 

After all, as they astutely note, “it is myth’s nature not to reveal its presence to those it enthralls. 

Myth need not carefully argue its case but requires little more than the embodiment of what we 

want” (Lawrence and Jewett 100). Such “mythic instruction” (112), what Victor Turner refers to 

as “symbolic enrichment” (Turner, in Lawrence and Jewett 112), takes place without effort on 

the part of the consumer, who absorbs the content and responds in a way consistent with the 

“mythic paradigms” of his or her culture (Lawrence and Jewett 112). 

 Myth fills a need, whether it be to teach successive generations, to explain phenomena, 

to model behavior, and so on, and it can take place without viewers (or readers, or listeners, 

or…) being consciously aware of the process underway during the consumption of the myth-

laced product (112). Bringing it back to popular culture in particular, as that is the focus of both 

Lawrence and Jewett’s work and this project, Catherine Albanese points out that “television and 

film dramas… are important because they work much as the sacred stories fundamental to 

different religious traditions. Like these sacred stories, they establish a world that makes sense 



14 
 

and reassures Americans about their place in the scheme of things” (Albanese 92). Some 

scholars do argue the existence of a post-mythic period in American life and culture, such as 

J.H. Plumb, who “announced the death of mythic heroes” (Lawrence and Jewett 21)7, and 

others, like Herbert Gans, assert that popular culture is mere frippery, “‘a temporary respite from 

everyday life,’ passing ‘in one eye and out the other’” and a “‘diversion [that people] would not 

think of applying… to their lives’” (Gans, in Lawrence and Jewett 9). However, Albanese’s point 

is that we aren’t actually done with myth, we have just replaced what we conventionally think of 

as “myths,” with all their shaping, instructing, defining, motivating ability, with new, updated 

forms—“like living beings, the symbols of our thoughts and their embodiment in material things 

and actions may grow or change or die. And they do so both as agents and expressions of large 

processes of social and historical transformation” (84)8. Literature (both in the orally-transmitted 

and written modes) has always been instrumental, but with new technology has come new ways 

of communicating myths. Lawrence and Jewett’s conception of the American Monomyth indeed 

starts with its historical and literary origins, but they quickly carry it forward (or perhaps it carries 

them forward) into more contemporary media forms, from radio to film to television. 

 

A functional comparison of the Campbellian and American Monomyths  

 But before the discussion gets completely swept away, it will benefit from an 

examination of the roots of the classical monomyth and its growth into the American Monomyth 

concept at the heart of the larger project underway. The starting point for Jewett and Lawrence 

in their model is Joseph Campbell’s “classical monomyth” structure: 

                                                
7 Lawrence and Jewett note that even Joseph Campbell “argues that with the coming of the scientific age, mankind 
has been set free from myths” (9); he is far from the only major player who trumpets the end of myth-as-we-know-it, 
but for the sake of brevity (such as it is), I am limiting how far into this tangent I am going to digress. 

 
8 This plays into Lawrence and Jewett’s “technomythic criticism” concept—more on this later. 
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A hero ventures forth from the world of common day into a region of supernatural 

wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the 

hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons 

on his fellow man. (Campbell, in Jewett and Lawrence xix, emphasis in original) 

If this sounds familiar, especially in today’s pop culture environment, it is because this is the 

general framework for such works as Star Wars, something that becomes even more evident 

when we take time to note that George Lucas intentionally incorporated Campbell’s monomythic 

structure9: not only did he build in both plot and character elements to the overall empire 

(Lawrence and Jewett 269-70), he saw Joseph Campbell as a mentor figure (272). “Lucas 

became the first notable filmmaker—but certainly not the last—to consciously use the archetype 

as a template for storytelling” (269). 

 The presence of the classical monomyth becomes even more evident when we look at 

the ways in which it has been elaborated on and unpacked. Jewett and Lawrence do note that 

the “classic monomyth was based on rites of initiation” (xx), a point which is supported by Lang 

and Trimble (158), and George Lewis elaborates on the process as first a failing by the hero, 

often due to an exploited flaw, followed by a venturing forth that allows the superhero to 

“[connect] with natural and supernatural forces which allow him to correct the flaw (or override 

it)” (Lewis 32). This is indeed a pattern seen in many characters and plot points in the Star Wars 

franchise—it is quite possibly what makes it so recognizable—but one key element offers an 

excellent point of transition (although not the only point of departure) from the classical to the 

American Monomyth: the idea of growth versus the idea of redemption. 

 Lawrence and Jewett note that Campbell’s classic monomythic structure offers a 

“training for permanent social responsibility” that does not typically exist in the distinctly 

“American pattern in heroic mythmaking” (6). Luke Skywalker must first leave home to 

                                                
9 The whole arc of Star Wars is heavily Campbellian, but Lawrence and Jewett do note that there are certain 
elements woven through that end up just as reflective of the American Monomyth (269-76). 
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experience the trials that would allow him to mature (and thus save the day)10, but Luke may be 

standing alone on this one where the American conception is concerned. “He [Luke] is now an 

integrated, mature adult who can take a position of supreme leadership in his community. In this 

regard—and quite unlike the typical American monomythic tale—moral development does occur 

in the life of the hero” (Lawrence and Jewett 270). Here we have our first of many departures 

from the classical monomyth—a general (but not always) absence of “training for permanent 

social responsibility” (Lawrence and Jewett 6). 

 Another point of departure is the question of what happens to the hero after the crisis is 

solved. In the classical monomyth, the hero returns to his or her society, able to reintegrate 

relatively smoothly, as noted above. Luke Skywalker may not be able to go home specifically 

after the family farm is leveled, but he can rejoin society with relative ease (and be welcomed as 

one of the heroes who have saved the day). But in the American Monomyth, the hero may not 

actually have this option. Lewis notes that, “after restoring harmony to the community,” the hero 

“then recedes into obscurity—or rides off into the sunset” (32)! While this may inspire mental 

pictures of the white-hatted cowboy vigilante riding off toward the horizon, a grateful populace 

waving as he recedes into the distance11, Davis and Westerfelhaus point out that this is perhaps 

as much for their safety as for the townspeople: 

This exit—which could be literal, figurative, or both—is a logical requirement of 

the monomyth’s narrative, because the psychological and physical qualities that 

render heroes capable of heroic action pose a potential threat to the fragile 

stability of the social fabric they have restored. Difference is dangerous. (Davis 

and Westerfelhaus 805) 

                                                
10 Yes, Luke Skywalker and the other denizens of the Star Wars empire are American pop culture creations, and 
Lawrence and Jewett do complicate the monomythic structures of the franchise in their book, but the overarching 
saga was the product, as mentioned before, of intentional deployment of the classical Campbellian monomyth. 

 
11 John Wayne did this exit exceptionally well and in various forms in his films—growing up, I watched a number of 
his movies with my father, and this is ingrained into my mind, as, I suspect, it is in those of many readers/viewers.  
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This is pointed to the point of being abrupt (and a little sad), but it is valid. There is inherently an 

element of difference in the hero (or, in the case of Davis and Westerfelhaus’ specific article, 

superhero) that renders them different, and while that difference makes them useful in a time of 

crisis, it may actually make them a risky proposition for society in more peaceful times. They 

continue: “When their work is done they must leave—either literally, by removing themselves 

physically, or figuratively, by hiding themselves in plain sight via secret identities. When 

functioning as superheroes, however, they occupy a liminal socio-cultural space” (805). 

 Boehm supports this by noting that, in the Kingdom Come story arc, Superman returns 

to being Clark Kent by donning the trademark eyeglasses and “returning home from the quest” 

(Boehm 242). While he may be “returning home,” he is clearly doing it as Clark Kent, not as the 

Man of Steel himself. There is a societal mistrust of the (super)hero that leads to being 

“paradoxically part of and yet apart from society; they are situated, per Victor Turner’s (1967) 

famous liminal formula, betwixt and between” (Davis and Westerfelhaus 805). The hero cannot 

go home but instead must go away. 

 The shift from classical to American Monomyth is marked by a number of different 

features, as the definition notes: 

A community in a harmonious paradise is threatened by evil: normal institutions 

fail to contend with this threat: a selfless superhero emerges to renounce 

temptations and carry out the redemptive task: aided by fate, his decisive victory 

restores the community to its paradisal condition: the superhero then recedes 

into obscurity. (Jewett and Lawrence xx, emphasis in original) 

While they may feel superficially similar, we have so far seen that there are two marked 

differences. Placing the definitions side-by-side, however, reveals that these differences are 

more than just skin-deep:  
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Classical Monomyth American Monomyth 

 
A community in a harmonious paradise is 
threatened by evil:  

 
normal institutions fail to contend with this 
threat: 

A hero ventures forth from the world of 
common day 

a selfless superhero emerges  

into a region of supernatural wonder: 
to renounce temptations and carry out the 
redemptive task: 

fabulous forces are there encountered and 
a decisive victory is won: 

aided by fate, his decisive victory restores 
the community to its paradisal condition: 

the hero comes back from this mysterious 
adventure with the power to bestow boons 
on his fellow man. 

the superhero then recedes into obscurity 

Figure 1: A Side-by-Side Comparison of the Classical and American Monomyths (Note: Italics in original, 
bolding mine.) 

 
The differences begin with the beginnings: in the classical monomyth, there is no specific 

indicator of a catalyst for action. There has to be one, of course, but it is not specified in the 

same way it is in the American Monomyth, which is specific about what must happen before the 

hero even arrives on the scene: evil has jeopardized paradise in some way, and the usual 

entities and organizations that would respond have somehow fallen short. In a way, the classical 

monomythic begins as far more hero-centric, while the American Monomyth offers up a rather 

reactionary response. Note also how the protagonist is described: the classical monomyth calls 

for a hero, while the American Monomyth calls instead for a selfless superhero—there is a bit of 

amplification taking place. 

 The American Monomyth also calls for a renouncing of temptation as the hero 

undertakes the task, a task which is specifically redemptive in nature. The classical monomyth 

has a transformative feel to it, moving from the common world to the supernatural, encountering 

the fabulous, then returning home; in stark contrast, the American Monomyth asks that its 

superhero redeem paradise and its people, taking on a salvific role that is not specifically asked 

of the hero in the classical monomyth. Jewett and Lawrence use Star Trek as an example of the 

difference between the two: “The redemption scheme in materials like Star Trek has nothing to 

do with the maturation process. It fits rather the pattern of selfless crusading to redeem others” 
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(15). While the classical monomyth is Luke Skywalker growing from orphaned farm boy to 

valorous hero with an entire community around him, the American Monomyth is James T. Kirk 

crusading through the stars, married only to his ship and his ideals. 

 Continuing on from there, we see in the classical monomyth a need for the hero to enter 

a more supernatural realm and encounter the fabulous, while the American Monomyth makes 

no such demands. Both, however, have the protagonist winning the day; in the American 

Monomyth, the decisive victory is restorative in nature and heals the community. Finally, while 

both heroes finish their quests, usually in one piece, the classical monomyth calls for a 

reintegration, while the American Monomyth calls for a departure—the hero must disappear, for 

reasons noted earlier. 

 Lawrence and Jewett note that this might not exactly be a positive point, although it isn’t 

entirely unexpected:  

The monomythic convention of allowing the redeemer to disappear from the 

redeemed community is perhaps a sad recognition that “no prophet is acceptable 

in his own country” (Luke 4:24)… The classical monomyth is more promising at 

this point because it so often features the reintegration of the heroic person back 

into the community at the conclusion of the adventure. (358-9) 

It is far from ideal (certainly far from uplifting!), but this is the reality of this monomythic 

structure12. The hero may have saved Eden, but he doesn’t actually belong there anymore. 

 

The Place of Eden in the American Monomyth 

 Eden itself bears discussing, especially since it does not appear in the classical 

monomyth but plays a significant role in the American Monomyth. Call it Eden, call it paradise, 

                                                
12 Lawrence and Jewett do problematize the American monomyth concept; later in this chapter, I discuss the issues 
that they and other authors raise, as well as their call for in-depth examination of what the American monomyth has 
done and continues to do in American culture. 
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where Jewett and Lawrence are concerned, it is where the monomythic storyline begins and 

ends (169); they note that the Eden of the monomyth is neither entirely pastoral or city but 

rather a setting in between, “a small, well-organized community surrounded by a pastoral realm 

whose distinguishing trait is the absence of lethal internal conflict arising from its members” 

(170). Eden is nice, it is likely quite pretty, and it is marked by peace and contentment. 

 Assaults on its peaceful nature begin the storyline: “When evil is ascendant, Eden 

becomes a wilderness in which only a superhero can redeem the captives” (Lawrence and 

Jewett 26). While the historical and literary roots of Eden and the monomythic structure will be 

discussed later, it is useful to note that the Eden concept is as American as apple pie, with 

origins in captivity narratives of the early settlers and reinforcement through Wild West shows, 

dime novels, and early film (26-7). It even found inclusion in the formative days of the nation: 

“The siege of paradise, expressed in secular terminology of Thomas Jefferson, became central 

to the Declaration of Independence and America’s perpetual pose of innocence” (26). 

 The concept has persisted throughout American cultural history, although Lawrence and 

Jewett point out that scholars who have overlooked “popular entertainments” have also 

overlooked its “virtual omnipresence” (25). It has transformed somewhat, particularly with a shift 

in the 1980s to embody an internal corruption or failing rather than an external threat (152), but 

the critical fact is that it is still a living force in the creation and deployment of American 

monomythic stories. It also has an accompanying nostalgia tied to it, a longing for a better time 

and place, paired with an emptiness that comes with never being able to fulfill such goals: “The 

decisive correlate to this nostalgic syndrome is a sense of loss, a conviction that the Eden 

Americans deserve to inhabit is now besieged by insoluble problems” (Lawrence and Jewett 

25)13. The feeling of loss and longing becomes unproductive and deeply problematic, however, 

and this will be discussed later in this chapter. 

                                                
13 South Park’s 20th season storyline involving “Member Berries” did an excellent job of pointing out the risks of such 
longing for what either never was or was (but wasn’t necessarily a good thing). 
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Technomythic criticism, shaping tools, and other means of explication 

Technomythic criticism  

 Lawrence and Jewett call their approach in developing and explicating the American 

Monomyth “technomythic criticism,” an approach born out of the evolution of technology. “The 

modern stories of superheroic redemption arose in conjunction with evolving technologies of 

presentation that function to preserve their currency and aura of credibility” (Lawrence and 

Jewett 8). Superheroes as we conceive of them, then, are as much due to changes in how we 

consume their stories as they are due to the stories themselves. Lawrence and Jewett continue: 

Because remarkable technological advances of this sort in computers, film and 

television have enhanced the apparent realism of myth, we have chosen to call 

our method technomythic critical theory. We hope to bring the magic props at 

least temporarily to the foreground for critical reflection. (8, emphasis in original) 

Their technomythic critical theory points toward advances in publication and distribution as a 

major factor in sparking changes or reinforcing more enduring features in popular culture. They 

state that their focus is not on aesthetics but execution and “mythic relevance,” with an “ethical 

and historical” methodology that they “hope… will serve democratic ethical ideals” (14). This 

approach puts popular culture in conversation with “what is sometimes called ‘high culture,’” 

with the goal of drawing out “monomythic content” (13). 

 Something as simple and easily taken for granted as serialization (as with radio 

programs and comic books) helped to codify elements of the monomythic hero that benefited 

from this open-ended structure, such as sexual renunciation, while the dawn of “talkies” in film 

production allowed for a more impressive demonstration of these elements (Lawrence and 

Jewett 36). “With 1929 we enter what we choose to call the axial decade for the formation of the 

American monomyth. Here the unknown redeemer becomes the ‘Masked Rider of the Plains’; 
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his sexual renunciation is complete; he assumes the uniform and the powers of angelic 

avengers; and thus he grows from mere heroism to superheroism” (36). They point to Gary 

Cooper’s The Virginian, released in 1929 at the start of their axial decade, as a climactic 

moment for the sexual renunciation aspect (36) and to the expansion of Superman’s attributed 

powers toward the decade’s end as the key moment for the rise of superheroes as we know 

them today (41-3). “As we have noted before, the mythic advance goes hand in hand with real-

world technomythic breakthroughs… The transcending of human capabilities had reached its 

apex” (42).  

 While the axial decade may have ended in 1938, Lawrence and Jewett have not 

neglected the technomythic advances that took place in the rest of the 20th century and do 

devote a significant amount of time to these evolutions, spending time on film, television14, and 

computers and gaming. “As we have seen, the American monomyth’s history is intertwined with 

the technology of twentieth-century entertainment” (199). They note that the computer in 

particular has become a significant “technomythic platform,” offering greater interactivity to the 

point of full-body controls (199) and expanded personalization (200). “These computer games 

offer a new style of mythic socialization with intense personal involvement in a monomythic 

scenario. The interactive game experience now allows the participant to be a savior and to feel 

viscerally the pleasures of redeeming a situation from threat” (Lawrence and Jewett 200, 

emphasis in original). A fair number of computer games popular on the American market in the 

last 20 years fit this premise15, and further improvements on technology allow such games to be 

even more immersive, both in terms of controls and in terms of audio/visual displays. The 

                                                
14 Indeed, a fair portion of their 2002 work focuses on parsing major film and television franchises for American 
monomythic content, including Star Wars and Star Trek. Lawrence and Jewett are far from locked into the state of 
media in the axial decade, or even in the concept’s literary roots that reach back much further. 
 
15 Skyrim, the fifth installment in the Elder Scrolls series by Bethesda Softworks, an American software company, is a 
prime example. In this game, the user finds that they are “Dragonborn,” a role replete with powers and privileges, 
along with the charge to save the world. This is a generally recurring theme in this series, with Oblivion and 
Morrowind before it also using similar constructs, and it is far from the only gaming franchise using such a theme. 
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success of many of these games often leads to film versions, and “[w]here the leap from arcade 

or console to big screen occurs, we see more complete embodiments of the American 

monomyth” (218). There exists, then, an opportunity for a feedback loop of sorts, which lets 

these two media forms feed off of one another in reinforcing narrative structures (along with all 

of the peripheral elements, such as marketing16 and merchandising, that assist in the process). 

 Jewett and Lawrence frequently call for thorough examinations of the materials we 

consume, with the hope that “a technomythic critical theory that will sensitize audiences to 

mythic content and the techniques that lend them credibility. It would thereby provide critical 

armor against the powerful sensory assaults by which pop culture conveys its mythic images” 

(Jewett and Lawrence 22, emphasis in original). In support of further examination, they put forth 

certain shaping tools that surface in the American Monomyth. 

 

Mythic cuing  

 Mythic cuing uses visual prompts to prod the audience into a particular perspective 

without the need for explanation or explication, “without the verbal articulation of religion or 

theology” (Lawrence and Jewett 316). “The technique juxtaposes visual fragments with 

conversational fragments as the story progresses; the selective focus of the camera forces the 

eye of the audience into stereotypical judgments essential to the development of the retribution 

scheme” (316; see also Jewett and Lawrence 147). Lawrence and Jewett are referring 

specifically to disaster/catastrophe films, which uphold the American Monomythic structure and 

augment it in specific ways that reinforce specific perspectives on morality (ways that will be 

discussed later in this chapter). 

                                                
16 Lawrence and Jewett use the marketing for the Walking Tall movies to illustrate the ways that slight manipulation of 
promotional materials influenced audience attendance: emphasizing the film’s violence suppressed early ticket sales, 
but an image of the protagonist embracing his wife boosted sales for the first movie and aided sales for the sequels, 
which depicted more violence (103), because “[t]here is nothing wrong with a little violence as long as it stands 
between civilization and savagery” (Lawrence and Jewett 103, 105). 
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 Simply put, cuing can be used to make the audience see what you want them to see 

and, where catastrophe films are concerned in particular, believe and sympathize in a direction 

you want them to believe and sympathize. “The context for mythic cuing in the catastrophe 

genre is the sense of dread about the forthcoming suffering. Unlike historical catastrophes, 

which usually come when least expected, the horror of the film is anticipated with a combination 

of yearning and dread” (Jewett and Lawrence 148). In watching disaster films, the audience 

gets the vicarious thrill of experiencing the disaster along with the hero if he perseveres, along 

with the relief of being spared the horrors of annihilation experienced by the bulk of the other 

characters (148). In these films, “[m]ythic cuing relieves the audience of this sense of dread to 

the extent that it helps to eliminate painful elements of sympathy and identification with the 

doomed. It also offers a moral confirmation of the audience’s righteousness, since only the 

virtuous survive” (148). Cuing steers the audience to feel for the “correct” characters in the film, 

and where the American Monomyth is concerned, the correct characters are the ones that 

adhere to the heroic features of the myth (and those in dutifully supporting roles, of course). 

Mythic cuing, used well, dovetails with other critical techniques deployed, consciously or 

unconsciously, to bolster the presence of the American Monomyth in popular culture. 

 

Mythic selectivity  

 Mythic selectivity also plays a role in shaping what the audience takes away from a pop 

culture artifact in terms of perspective. Lawrence and Jewett state that “[m]ythic selectivity is a 

process whereby an artifact defines the factual realities in a given situation” (113, emphasis in 

original; also see Jewett and Lawrence 46 for this section as well); the example used to 

illustrate this concept is the film Death Wish. Viewers consider the presentation of “urban 

violence and pastoral tranquility” in the film to be realistic, but “an examination of the selectivity 

with which the film presents ‘the facts’ reveals substantial elements of distortion” (113-4). So, 

then, with the unpleasant elements weeded out, as takes place in mythic alchemy, what 
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remains is often not only taken at face value but is also assigned significant weight as “real” or 

“realistic.” Lawrence and Jewett note the inherent expectations with(in) this construction: 

Most people would agree that these features are biased when they are pointed 

out to them; but while the images flicker on the screen, they arouse not a ruffle of 

doubt… When one considers how difficult it would be to sustain a similar 

credibility while reversing the patterns, making the bad guys shoot straight and 

the hero miss, one can recognize mythic forms at work. The audience accepts 

selective details because those details fit a mythic paradigm. (Lawrence and 

Jewett 115) 

What is in front of the audience, then, is reality, and because the paradigm is so ingrained, the 

thought of going against it rankles—fans would bristle at the idea that Luke Skywalker could be 

anything but heroic, and the idea of Imperial Stormtroopers hitting anything they target is even 

more laughable than the fact that they don’t17. 

 

Mythic alchemy  

 Further consumption control and shaping can be achieved through winnowing out 

elements that run counter to mythic structures. Mythic alchemy refers to “the purging of 

elements that do not fit monomythic premises” (Lawrence and Jewett 78); basically, it is a 

removal or sanitization of any features that would undermine the myth being put forth. The 

example used most strongly (although it is certainly not the only example used) by Lawrence 

and Jewett is the difference between the Little House on the Prairie books and television 

program. The latter expurgated any elements from the former that would have conflicted with 

the safe, appealing, comforting nature of a program intended to wrap up any conflicts or 

discomfort in the space of an hour (Lawrence and Jewett 78-80). The Ingalls family may have 

                                                
17 It would be wise at this juncture to note that this is not the only paradigm or plot construct in existence in American 
pop culture, but it certainly has a significant presence. 
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struggled mightily on the frontier in the books, but, thanks to mythic alchemy, they are “always 

triumphant in adversity” on TV (80). “The orchestra always comes in on cue to sweep the 

audience into a nostalgia for paradise” (80). 

 

Mythic massage  

 Mythic massage builds on both mythic selectivity and mythic alchemy; with any 

contradictory elements winnowed out and remaining elements bought into as plausible, mythic 

massage can then expand on perceptions of that plausibility. “Mythic massage is a process of 

assuring viewers that the gap between myth and reality can be bridged… Complex social 

problems are neatly solved with a single gesture; tangled human relations are sorted out and 

resolved; evil is eliminated with a single heroic stroke” (Lawrence and Jewett 116, emphasis in 

original; see also Jewett and Lawrence 51-2). The idea that all the ills of the world can be 

wrapped up at the end of a week’s episode or at the end of a two-hour film is very appealing, 

and if it can happen for (and, quite often, because of) our favorite characters, why can it not 

happen for us, the viewers? This is a hazardous path, as Lawrence and Jewett point out: 

The power of mythic massage is enhanced by its unavailability in the real world. 

Most people experience life as an endless series of difficulties in which 

gratification is seldom more than temporary. In the arena of communal problems, 

where the requirements of order and justice are constantly in tension with 

individual needs and desires, final solutions are even more elusive. But when 

redemption from these limitations is offered in a powerful modern embodiment of 

a familiar and appealing myth, nostalgia combines with a yearning for easy 

solutions to bring off the massage. (Lawrence and Jewett 117) 

Such nostalgia can be problematic; obsession with a longing for a sitcom-style solution in which 

answers come easily can distract people from the concerns of reality, including genuinely- 
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realistic-but-difficult means of handling challenges in the real world, as Lawrence and Jewett 

address at various points in their text. 

 

Entering into Conversation with Lawrence and Jewett  

 As we have seen so far, Lawrence and Jewett have built a nuanced and multifaceted 

construction that includes not just a mythic premise but also a theoretical approach that 

responds to both fluctuations in mythic elements and the passage of time. Other authors have, 

over the years, entered into the conversation as well, contributing their own additions and 

commentary on the American Monomyth. As stated earlier, Davis and Westerfelhaus expand on 

the idea of the hero receding into obscurity with an emphasis on the liminality of superheroes—

on their best day, they “are viewed with skepticism, even hostility” (805) and thus are better off 

retreating from larger society or disguising themselves to remain within it (805). They bluntly 

state that “[i]n accordance with the American monomyth, even positive difference is dangerous, 

and needs to be contained and constrained” (Davis and Westerfelhaus 806). The (super)hero 

must leave for both society’s good and their own. 

 This liminality and its consequences connects well with Boehm’s idea that the hero is 

god-like but still absolutely mortal: “If Superman had no vulnerabilities, his story might be boring. 

But the Man of Steel is admired for his capabilities above the ordinary, not the trials he faced as 

Clark Kent” (Boehm 239). Umberto Eco also supports this concept, noting that 

Superman is myth on condition of being a creature immersed in present day life, 

in the present, apparently tied to our own conditions of life and death, even if 

empowered with super faculties. An immortal Superman would no longer be a 

man, but a god, and the public’s identification with his double identity would fall 

by the wayside. (Eco, in Boehm 238) 

While in Eco’s perspective, myth requires completion (Boehm 238), so the serialization of many 

axial, or even contemporary, heroes may not be truly at the status of conventional myths, the 
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important component for any (super)hero is that their audience/viewers/community can identify 

with them on some level. We want a heroic Superman, not another deity to whom we cannot 

hope to relate.  

 Where Davis and Westerfelhaus were more concerned with the hero’s integration or 

divorce from society and Boehm on the hero’s mortality, Mark Poindexter adds to the 

conversation with elaboration on the hero as pitted against evil forces. He emphasizes, along 

with Davis and Westerfelhaus, that the crises facing American Monomythic heroes require more 

than just everyday heroism: “[i]n the monomyth, civilization is collapsing because of 

extraordinary enemies. Only extraordinary heroes—superheroes—can save it. This hero cannot 

be hampered by democratic values and the rule of law18 because these pertain to an intact 

social system, not to incipient chaos” (Poindexter 58). The old cliché “desperate times call for 

desperate measures” would fit in well with these circumstances: the evil faced is a significant 

evil, so the heroism must be equally pitched. The evil of the monomyth is always personified, 

according to Poindexter; “[e]vil, like virtue, is a person, a body, a face, not an abstraction” (63). It 

is not some nebulous boogeyman lurking in some dark shadows or an ideology that must be 

debated and analyzed but an entity that must be directly faced. “The monomyth deals 

concretely in social groups and actions rather than in ideological or religious categories” 

(Poindexter 63). There may be ideological or religious underpinnings, but the evil faced is, well, 

faced. 

 Not only is the superhero faced with a powerful evil, they are often also confronted with 

and contrasted by the “malignant elite—who are intellectual (rather than street smart), arrogant, 

ineffective” (Poindexter 61); the elites are not specifically an evil, but they are an obstruction to 

the hero getting the job done. “The monomyth includes the story of doom: a truth-telling hero 

who is not taken seriously until it is too late, or a truth-telling hero who suffers at the hands of 

                                                
18 The idea of the American monomythic hero as someone working outside democratic norms is a significant one that 
will be addressed later in this chapter. 
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ignorant and often impervious superiors” (Poindexter 61). This hero is fully in the system in the 

way many Lawrence and Jewett and Davis and Westerfelhaus examples are not, but they still 

find themselves at odds with larger society. The superhero has two battles to overcome, then: 

the battle with evil, certainly, but only after they have, Cassandra-like, battled an impotent or 

oblivious system failing to heed their warnings. 

 Catherine Albanese adds to this feeling of heightened evil met by the forces of 

heightened heroism with the role of civil and cultural religion in shaping and uniting Americans. 

She notes a pervasive flair for the dramatic is rooted in American perception: 

In America from the beginning, making history has usually been associated with 

the search for striking and sensational events that characterizes millennial 

expectation. It is as if Americans must see the extreme case to see at all. Thus, 

the sense of high and dramatic destiny achieved through the political order gives 

many Americans a sense of clear direction in the ordinary world. (Albanese 90). 

Given such a flair, it is no surprise, then, that the catalyst for unity in such a group is not the 

millennial-hopeful civil religion but catastrophe: “[c]aught between the past and the future, civil 

religion, with its dream of millennial chosenness, cannot awaken to the manyness of the 

present. It has only the violent formula of final crisis for the community that needs to be created 

now” (Albanese 91). The community unites in a “who will save us?” moment that, as presented 

earlier, is the catalyst for the American monomythic (super)hero to spring into action and save 

the (now unified) people. 

 All of these features will be returned to at the close of the chapter, as we build toward a 

comprehensive definition of the American Monomyth to be applied to Girl Genius. For now, they 

serve as a useful elaboration of the elements woven through American culture and its literary 

and historical past, and they help transition from Lawrence and Jewett’s definition into a 

discussion of the significance of the monomyth in terms of religious and cultural influences. 
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The American Monomyth as Cultural Influencer and Respondent  

 While there is no question that the American Monomyth has long been a pervasive 

element in American culture, the question of how influential it is and how much power it can 

wield needs examination. Lawrence and Jewett, as well as other authors, evaluate the ways in 

which the American Monomyth has served and continues to serve as influencer, refuting the 

various scholars, noted earlier, that would assert that pop culture is a mere mental dalliance, at 

best a frippery, and at worst a distraction. 

 

Popular Religion and a Need for Saving 

  Whether for good or ill, however, popular culture is as much an influencer as a 

respondent to the larger society that surrounds it, which allows it to both respond and shape. 

One feature of the American Monomyth, as laid out earlier in the comparative table, is the idea 

that the hero’s role is redemptive—rather than just emerge victorious, he or she must perform a 

salvific act. While Lawrence and Jewett may be speaking more specifically about superheroes 

in this instance, the idea that “[o]nly in a culture preoccupied for centuries with the question of 

salvation is the appearance of redemption through superheroes comprehensible” (44) makes 

sense. The Enlightenment’s (attempted) departure from conventional religion and religiosity left 

a void, and “[a] culture that had given up the belief in the Virgin Mary and guardian angels stood 

ready for their democratic replacements” (Lawrence and Jewett 69). 

 Indeed, the Enlightenment may have pushed for more scientific ideals, but the 

“supersaviors in pop culture function as replacements for the Christ figure, whose credibility was 

eroded by scientific rationalism. But their superhuman abilities reflect a hope of the divine, 

redemptive powers that science has never eradicated from the popular mind” (Jewett and 

Lawrence xx). There is a need for this redeemer, this saving force, and a sense of waiting is 

pervasive (51)—there is an expectation of miraculous salvation from perils experienced, and, as 
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secularization “displaces it with superhuman agencies” (44), this salvation may well come from 

sources other than the church. And this need-for-saving has become even more pointed in the 

last two decades; again, while feelings of drifting or existential loss have occurred at various 

points throughout American history, there is a definite need for mythic fulfillment in the here-

and-now. Lawrence and Jewett point out that constant streams of bad news have shaken the 

“millennial hopes” Americans once held, and “[t]he collective creators of the American 

monomyth have answered the philosophical and religious challenge to interpret the natural 

forces that constantly affect life” (309-10). Such news is not always tied to natural forces, and 

Lawrence and Jewett note the ways in which writing in late 2001 demonstrated this: 

Some of our mythic certainties about the special and favored place of America in 

the world came to expression with the surprise attacks of September 11 at the 

World Trade Center and the Pentagon and the anthrax terrorism that followed. 

The official interpretation of these tragic losses has carried an American mythic 

stamp from the very first moments. (15) 

This is, in fact, the call to action in their book, and the ensuing fifteen years since they wrote it 

have shown a decided need for continued examination of a myth that has served to comfort with 

its framework as it has responded to crises, changes, and challenges in religion and larger 

culture over time. 

 Monomythic responses exist throughout American pop culture history (with Victorian-

influenced responses discussed later in this chapter) and are particularly pointed in 

contemporary times. Lawrence and Jewett, in examining Star Trek as a phenomenon, suggest 

that “[r]eligion may have merely changed its theatre and neglected to place its name on the 

marquee. The move from the cathedral to the tube, silver screen, or computer display offers the 

faithful many of the values those in traditional religion always sought” (248). Over time, they 

argue, the movement has been away from conventional establishments of religion and into 

finding religion (or the attributes conventionally offered by religion) in other venues, such as 
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popular culture. Fulfillment can come through a screen as much as it can come through a pulpit 

for some—Lawrence and Jewett spend time analyzing Star Trek for the ways in which its fans 

find community and perform acts of emulation (253, 258-9) and demonstrate true fervor in 

discussions of tenets and practices (251-2). 

 They are quick to note that this is not a new phenomenon; “popular religion has always 

had a reciprocal relationship with human needs, momentary historical circumstances, and 

cultural values…But this should not lead one to overlook the potent effect a particular pop 

religion may exert” (255). What we consume, then, can in fact become what we believe, 

providing a resource that consumers might otherwise either be missing or distrust. Beaudoin 

proposes that pop culture creators are rising to the challenge of providing what their audience 

may be looking for; he voices the concerns of Gen-X members as he “laments the hypocrisy, 

smug intolerance, and badgering of traditional churches as factors that help explain the new 

spirituality… such emerging expressions of faith reflect collaborations between a receptive 

audience and artists committed to giving them a spiritual stimulus” (Beaudoin, in Lawrence and 

Jewett 267). There is a need to find something else, and it can come from “self-constructed 

beliefs and practices” (Lawrence and Jewett 267), or even from television: 

[Bruce David Forbes] also suggests another possibility: that a television program 

can actually function as a religion for individuals—a phenomenon we 

encountered with Star Trek. Other scholars have focused on individuals who 

accept film experiences as cultivators for what they call “spirituality,” which they 

distinguish from “religion,” a word whose association they identify with 

institutional membership and group rituals. (Lawrence and Jewett 265 and 267, 

emphasis in original). 

People are cobbling together systems that work for them, and both Forbes’ and Beaudoin’s 

work point toward reasons why—frustration with and distrust of institutionalized structures, a 

perceived lacking in genuineness among authority figures, and an overabundance of features 
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seen as problematic in more conventional presentations of religion. Content providers do bring 

in elements that are recognizable as well, using symbolism that is often biblical in depicting the 

American Monomyth19 (Lawrence and Jewett 219). The American Monomyth becomes part of 

how popular culture creates opportunities for religion, religiosity, and spirituality for participants 

at odds (or, for some, in tandem) with more conventional presentations. 

 

Tertullian Ecstasy  

 There is also spiritual fulfillment of a slightly darker nature taking place in the pop culture 

presentations of the American Monomyth, a feel-good of a disturbing sort. Lawrence and Jewett 

raise the idea that catastrophe films maintain a very biblical sense of moral judgment through 

plot structures that leave the sinful suffering and save the righteous: 

While the high-budget special effects provide the believability of the modern 

disaster film the archaic biblical fantasy of selective and moralistic destruction 

remains as the central dramatic convention… this sort of plot was almost 

required by the now defunct Motion Picture Production Code, whose moral 

strictures for films are so perfectly satisfied by this genre. (Lawrence and Jewett 

315) 

The films themselves, which were at their peak in the 1970s, featured the same heroic tropes as 

seen in Westerns, along with the “explanation” of (usually) natural disasters as a result of a 

corrupted civilization that receives a justified punishment (310-11). 

 Enter the concept of Tertullian ecstasy, buoyed up through the use of mythic cuing, 

which was discussed earlier. Mythic cuing helps assuage the viewers’ feelings of fear and 

                                                
19 Lawrence and Jewett do discuss what they call “credotainment” (285-7), the use of pop culture tropes and 
structures by religious (predominantly Christian) entities in order to “compete with popular culture” (288). They offer 
the syncretic example of the Bibleman franchise (288-90) as a prime example of appropriating popular frameworks to 
scaffold religion’s attempt to compete. This demonstrates, among other things, the ways in which the religious-pop 
culture flow is not unidirectional, nor is it a matter of one completely eroding or warring with another. 
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uncertainty—they no longer identify with the tormented souls in the film—while allowing them to 

feel relief and superiority that they have survived: “[i]t helps to eliminate painful elements of 

sympathy and identification with the doomed. It also offers a moral confirmation of the 

audience’s righteousness, since only the virtuous survive” (Lawrence and Jewett 316). Tertullian 

ecstasy, which Jewett and Lawrence describe as “the enjoyment in seeing the punishment of 

the wicked” (159) allows the audience to, by virtue of surviving the film, be counted among the 

virtuous. They attribute this concept to Tertullian, who “argued that the spectator pleasures 

offered by the Christian faith are immeasurably superior to popular Roman diversions. The 

faithful are promised the opportunity to witness the eternal suffering of sinful pagans” (158). 

Spectators, alone or in groups, can indulge an moralistic schadenfreude that reinforces that they 

are among the redeemed (and redeemable) in a way that is “one of the few publicly acceptable 

forms of visceral gratification or ecstatic release in American popular culture” (159). 

 Jewett and Lawrence offer up a number of examples from the catastrophe film genre, 

including Jaws, which stands as a particularly strong example of being “Deuteronomic: [s]in 

brings disaster, while virtue brings… escape from disaster” (Jewett and Lawrence 146). The 

audience watching Jaws, or any one of seemingly countless films in recent decades, sees the 

sinful behavior that brings on a monstrous shark (or random volcano, or terroristic attack, 

or…)20, which serves to cleanse the wicked from the community. The catastrophe at hand, of 

course, is dealt with by the monomythic hero, who steps in to save the day for the citizenry 

“unwilling to face evil and thus unable to act intelligently” (151) and returns the community to its 

previously idyllic state, free once again from the sinful behavior that provoked disaster in the first 

place. Albanese echoes this point in relation to film and television dramas: “One reason for the 

                                                
20 Lawrence and Jewett note that both the prevalence and the scope of disaster films have increased since the 1970s 
(326), and, disturbingly, that the Tertullian ecstatic impulse even applied in the immediate post-9/11 period: 
“However, it is a mistake to believe that such pleasures are restricted to the realm of entertainment. In the wake of 
September 11 we have witnessed similar forms of Tertullian delight in the annihilation of those perceived to be 
wicked” (326). As just one example, televangelist Pat Robertson has claimed that 9/11, Hurricane Katrina, and the 
2010 earthquake in Haiti were all punishments meted out by God for various sins (“Pat Robertson Says Haiti Paying”; 
Blumenthal), demonstrating that the Tertullian impulse is alive and well, well outside the realms of fiction. 
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massive popular appeal… is that they tap a fundamental understanding of themselves and their 

world held by mainstream Americans. For in the dramas there are visible still the themes of 

millennial dominance and righteous innocence of public Protestantism and civil religion” (93). 

“Righteous innocence” is key—the audience can rest easy in their own virtuosity, free from the 

punishments visited upon those more fallen than they, as “the violent destruction of evil in the 

plot is religious and right” (Albanese 93). 

 The audience can also rejoice: “[t]he cheering of audiences in such [climactic] scenes is 

evidence of a ritual release from tensions” (Lawrence and Jewett 325). An “ecstatic release” 

(Jewett and Lawrence 161) takes place in a moment of joy, relief, and vindication, and the 

authors are a little disturbed by the process: “Our readers are likely to retain a healthy 

skepticism about the speculative turn in this analysis of the catastrophe films. It may appear that 

we have exaggerated the significance of the details… We are disturbed enough by our own 

conclusions to wish for a less sinister interpretation” (Jewett and Lawrence 161). Basically, 

given everything that takes place in Jaws in support of the American Monomyth and Tertullian 

ecstasy, they acknowledge that the audience may think the authors are exaggerating—and the 

authors wish they were. 

 

The Werther Effect and Invitation  

 This, then, leads to further questions about influence on society. William G. Doty states 

that “rituals, symbols, and myths establish conservative benchmarks, but at that same time, they 

anticipate forms of the future as they determine and shape ideals and goals for both individual 

and society” (Doty, in Lawrence and Jewett 9, emphasis in original). There is a cultural shaping 

taking place through the American Monomyth and its features; Lawrence and Jewett discuss 

multiple ways in which it has subtly influenced American culture. While these ways will be 

covered in more depth later in this chapter, one of these bears a brief mention here: the Werther 

Effect and Invitation. 
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 Lawrence and Jewett have coined the term “Werther Effect” as a result of noticing the 

ways in which consumers of pop culture would imitate the behaviors and perspectives seen in 

the pop culture artifacts they consumed, particularly in relation to religious or spiritual 

trajectories (9). They turned to Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young Werther, published in 1774, 

about a young man spurned in love (9): they cite Kaufmann’s note that the titular character’s 

own suicide inspired other young people across Europe to do likewise, “with a copy of the book 

clutched in their hands or buried in a pocket’” (Kaufmann, in Lawrence and Jewett 9-10). 

 While direct imitation is not always the case, and they do acknowledge that it would be 

incredibly difficult to sort out all the causes of the Werther-related deaths, they do note that 

there is something interesting afoot in regard to imitative behavior. “When an artifact enters the 

arena of popular culture and assumes its own existence in the imagination of fans, a powerful 

though elusive process begins” (10)—the Werther Effect: 

A Werther effect appears to be a form of voluntary behavioral change produced 

by interaction with a powerful artifact of popular culture. It can be a religiously 

tinged ethical impulse, within a nonreligious context, that occurs regardless of the 

intent of the artifact’s creators. A Werther effect characteristically embodies a 

redefinition of the boundary between fact and fantasy. (Lawrence and Jewett 10) 

This boundary redefinition takes place under certain circumstances and through a specific 

process: “an audience member (a) experiences a work of fantasy within a secular context that 

(b) helps to shape the reader/viewer’s sense of what is real and desirable, in such a way that, 

(c) the reader/viewer takes actions consistent with the vision inspired by the interaction between 

his own fantasy and that popular entertainment” (Lawrence and Jewett 10). The pop culture 

work has such strength and power that it essentially remodels the worldview of the consumer, 

and, Lawrence and Jewett contest, the American Monomyth has that strength and power. 

Audience members take on the lessons they have learned in consuming these artifacts; some 

even go so far as to respond to a call to action, an “invitation to emulate” that may be present in 
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that work—it becomes a bridge from vicarious participation to actively behaving in a manner 

consistent with the artifact when placed in a similar situation (Lawrence and Jewett 117). 

 While the Werther invitation does not automatically spark negative behaviors21, it can 

result in acts of violence inspired by pop culture artifacts. Lawrence and Jewett ask, regarding a 

spate of violent acts committed in the late 1990s, if “the synchronicity of these events tell[s] us 

something about the behavioral contagion of mythic imagery” (202)? Is there something to the 

idea that the shootings perpetrated by Michael Carneal, Eric Harris, and Dylan Klebold were, at 

least in part, connected to the monomythic content they consumed? Lawrence and Jewett seem 

to think so, noting that these shooters and their actions 

[G]ave ample evidence of having experienced the fantasy of video games and 

violent movies in such a way as to shape their sense of the real and desirable. 

They deliberately planned and took actions congruent with fantasies apparently 

shaped during the interactions with the games. (Lawrence and Jewett 203) 

They do acknowledge that there are many factors in play with the Columbine High shooting, and 

that reducing it to just one cause is not possible, but the Werther effect and invitation cannot be 

discounted (202-3). Issues of violence and correlated effects will be discussed later in this 

chapter. For now, we will turn the discussion toward the qualities of the monomythic hero, as 

they connect to the origins of the American Monomyth and its development into the concept 

(with all of the attendant features) discussed above. 

 

  

                                                
21 Lawrence and Jewett offer early Star Trek conventions as an example of positive emulation, referring to the first 
one as “a Woodstock Nation for the straights, a Star Trek universe in which caring love replaces skinny-dipping, 
dope, and sexual show-and-tell” (253). Indeed, the original series seemed, to Lawrence and Jewett, to be a positive 
influence; “‘[l]ove’ radiates from the redeemer figures and is transmitted in real life, primarily to other fans within the 
movement” (252). 
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Construction and Historical Origins  

 The American monomythic hero has developed over time, emerging from a century of 

refinement into a “perfected… American story formula that could be told and then retold to 

audiences numbering in the hundreds of millions” (Lawrence and Jewett 19, emphasis mine). 

The word formula is key: the American monomythic heroes as we know and encounter them are 

so familiar and so comfortable because they operate in such a predictable, formulaic way. We 

expect the hero to behave in a particular way, and it is a comfort when he or she does; after all, 

if it weren’t comfortable, it likely would not have persisted to the degree it has. Lang and Trimble 

note that these heroes are created out of a desire to see our ideal(ized) selves: “As a relatively 

new society, America created monomythic heroes that best personified the way Americans 

wished to see themselves—youthful, physically vigorous, morally upright” (159). There may, 

then, be some connection with Albanese’s assertion that “the sense of high and dramatic 

destiny achieved through the political order gives many Americans a sense of clear direction in 

the ordinary world” (90). While she may be referring more directly to “making history,” it also 

applies quite well to making myth—and making mythical heroes. 

 American monomythic heroes can indeed be male or female22, but Lawrence and Jewett 

note that the two will differ in terms of presentation, expectations, and actions. This section will 

discuss the manifestations of the masculine and feminine hero, then provide some historical and 

literary examples of these heroic attributes. First, however, we will discuss the history of the 

Edenic setting for monomythic stories. 

 

Eden 

 As Lawrence and Jewett repeatedly note in their presentation of the American 

monomythic concept, “[t]he action of the American monomyth always begins with a threat 

                                                
22 They do usually tend to be male, something Lawrence and Jewett note (22), but women can and do step up to 
wear the heroic mantle. 
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originating against Eden’s calm” (26). This is the catalyst for the hero to take up arms, a catalyst 

not specified in the Campbellian monomyth. The idea of Eden is crucial to the storyline. It 

originated with the “discovery of the New World” and persisted through the expansion on the 

continent, although its power deepened significantly with the Enlightenment and with the “belief 

in America’s millennial destiny, optimism about human progress and an increasing hope in the 

perfectibility of man” as part of “America’s Edenic potential” (Lawrence and Jewett 23-4). 

 While the idea of an American Eden may have been shaken at certain points in 

American history, these rattlings have offered opportunities for reorientation; Western dime 

novels and other pop culture products of the late 19th century that positioned cowboy heroes as 

saviors of imperiled frontier towns allowed the idea of the Edenic West to persist, even as real-

life frontiersmen and women experienced significant setbacks (Jewett and Lawrence 173, 179). 

Indeed, “[t]he frontier vigilante as protector of a defenseless civilization was given substance by 

actual conditions in the West. Rapidly expanding exploitation of western resources and the lack 

of an effective national police system provided an ideal seedbed for vigilante justice” (Jewett 

and Lawrence 179). The stark realities of the West and its need for vigilantism fed the 

monomythic presentations in popular culture, which fed back into the realities experienced 

during the multiple economic shocks and political disillusionment in the last quarter of the 19th 

century (Lawrence and Jewett 30). 

 Though its roots are well-established, Eden itself has evolved over time, moving from an 

unexplored land of infinite possibility to the bold Western frontier and beyond. From the frontier,, 

Eden then began to shift to reflect the times: it is neither nature nor city but rather a small town, 

populated by good, organized, diligent people who are happy without veering towards extremes 

that would require moderating, and any outliers are easily identified through “behavior, dress, 

and physical appearance” (Lawrence and Jewett 22). It is the quintessential stereotype of a 

“Midwestern small town as seen through the lens of pastoralism” (Lawrence and Jewett 23). 

Eden is peace, contentment, and homogeneity, and anything disrupting that structure is either 
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an outsider or a threat, and both of those categories were easy to distinguish from the fine, 

upstanding residents. The idyllic seaside setting of Jaws (Jewett and Lawrence 149) is a good 

example, as are the settings of many other disaster films. Eden, for quite some time, was an 

incorruptible refuge from danger, evil, and all other possible detractors from paradise. 

 But Eden did not, and could not, remain static, as it continued to transform to better 

reflect societal changes and expectations. “Throughout the American monomyth’s development, 

its creators have found new realms from which to purge evil. Beginning with villages and then 

adding cities, the cleansing process eventually moved to encompass the nation and then the 

world” (Lawrence and Jewett 152). The 1980s saw a darker thread—that of a fallen Eden 

corrupted from within, usually by the governmental or institutional systems that were ostensibly 

meant to help their people (Lawrence and Jewett 152). Eden is now suffering at the hands of its 

own. 

 This darker thread presented new avenues of exploration for pop culture creators: now, 

the threats can be external as well as internal, and the magnitude of those threats can be even 

more pronounced. Institutional incompetence was nothing new, even during the axial decade. 

“In the innocence of the axial decade, for example, the Lone Ranger and Superman always turn 

over the bad guys they capture to the sheriff or the police—and remain mute about the 

incompetence that demanded their assistance” (Lawrence and Jewett 152). Eye-rolling about 

the ineptitude that necessitated superhero intervention, however, has given way to distress 

about the ramifications of actually corrupt institutions. It opened up new settings for Edenic 

crises on local, national, and even global scales, and new settings for heroic intervention. 

 

Masculine manifestation  

[T]he monomythic superhero is distinguished by disguised origins, pure 

motivations, a redemptive task, and extraordinary powers. He originates outside 

the community he is called to save, and in those exceptional instances when he 
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is resident therein… plays the role of the idealistic loner… By elaborate 

conventions of restraint, his desire for revenge is purified. Patient in the face of 

provocations, he seeks nothing for himself and withstands all temptations...The 

purity of his motivations ensures moral infallibility in judging persons and 

situations. When threatened by violent adversaries, vigilantism is the answer, 

restoring justice and thus lifting the siege of paradise. (Jewett and Lawrence 195-

6, emphasis mine) 

 This description of the American monomythic (super)hero is essentially the formula for 

the male American monomythic hero. The male monomythic hero emerges from the frontier 

West—a perceived paradise that was, at the tail end of the 19th century, experiencing economic 

and political traumas that wracked the impression of the virgin West as a land of infinite 

possibilities (Lawrence and Jewett 30). The answer to these trials: “dime novels and Wild West 

shows [which] offered unofficial redeemer figures on powerful horses, impartial outsiders whose 

zeal for the right and sympathy for the underdog would triumph over evil” (Lawrence and Jewett 

30). The Western hero (and his successors, both caped and otherwise) must arise, right the 

wrongs, and save the day for the innocent townspeople, who are beset not only by evildoers but 

also by a lack of competent infrastructure that probably should have rectified the situation in the 

first place. 

 The hero, as discussed earlier in this chapter, is ideally an outsider in some fashion, 

which Jewett and Lawrence note may help support the Everyman quality of the hero—anyone 

can cast themselves vicariously in that role (184-5): as Peter Homan notes, “the transcendent 

figure, originating beyond the town” has the redemptive capabilities that mere man lacks 

(Homan, in Jewett and Lawrence 184-5) but can gain in taking on this mantle. Vigilantism 

became acceptable in this role because it was violence for a specific cause—saving the 

innocent sometimes required brutality that would, in other circumstances, be taboo. Jewett and 

Lawrence point out, quite accurately, that there are no consequences or complexities: “The 
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monomyth betrays an aim to deny the tragic complexities of human life. It forgets that every gain 

entails a loss, that extraordinary benefits exact requisite costs, and that injury is usually 

proportionate to the amount of violence employed” (196). It is “vigilantism without lawlessness” 

(Jewett and Lawrence 196). 

 Nonetheless, the vigilante hero is the American monomythic paradigm, a force to be 

reckoned with, a law unto himself but beholden to no existing laws—the distinctions become 

rather fuzzy. Wild Bill Hickok, who started out a lawbreaker and became a lawman, remains an 

excellent, real-life example, as he worked “as a U.S. marshal and frontier sheriff [and] blurred 

the distinctions between vigilantes and public officials” (Jewett and Lawrence 179-80). But the 

superheroic nature and “cool zeal” of such figures absolves them from the penalties we would 

usually associate with real-life vigilantism, allowing them to be “the saint” rather than the sinner 

in the equation (Jewett and Lawrence 189). They can be “selfless, sexually unattached, and 

committed to justice though not to restraints or due process” (Jewett and Lawrence 44). 

 Additionally, their selflessness extends to all possible interpretations of the word. Along 

with the laser focus on the task of saving others, the male monomythic hero sets aside other, 

more base desires. Lawrence and Jewett frequently state that the male hero endures a period 

of renunciation—they are specifically referencing sexual renunciation. The male monomythic 

hero must remain abstinent, “married” only to the task at hand. The reason is both simple and 

pragmatic: having a lover or a family would be a distraction from the task at hand and require 

the shifting of attention, energy, and priorities. The focus, by default, could no longer be on the 

job: “Once involved in family and business complexities, a hero would have to pass the 

redemptive torch to the next candidate” (Lawrence and Jewett 37). 

 It is not, however, necessarily a burden but part of the job, as seen in science fiction as 

well as in the more conventional Western: “Thus the lonely duty of being married to the ship, in 

Star Trek’s ethos, is not a deprivation but a perfection. The duties of the bridge permit deeply 

satisfying friendships, unimpeded by the attractions and distractions of human desire and 



43 
 

human bodies” (Lawrence and Jewett 240-41). Sexual renunciation is seen as a virtue rather 

than an onerous burden, and, as noted in Star Trek, there are other opportunities for platonic 

human connection that can be as fulfilling for the hero. It is a “perfection” to abstain, to be 

dedicated to the job23. It is “renunciation of sexual love for the sake of loyalty to one’s comrades” 

(Lawrence and Jewett 239) and for the sake of loyalty to the job at hand. At the end of the day, 

he must be “‘the most useful qualities of the Old Testament God and the New Testament 

Christ… a Sagebrush Savior who is kind, yet strong; who is just, yet firm… If he is to be the 

answer to the dreams and prayers of the troubled, he must ride tall, shoot straight, and remain 

eternally vigilant for the causes of right’” (Marsden, in Jewett and Lawrence 44). 

 Slotkin refers to this kind of vigilantism as the “myth of regeneration through violence” 

(Slotkin, in Jewett and Lawrence 44) an action/activity that makes any bloodshed or destruction 

approved—if not essential—for the sake of redeeming the innocent. In referring to the movie 

Death Wish, “victims are inactive, and the government is ineffective; but the superhero and 

those who emulate him are able to eliminate the threat by vigilante action” (Jewett and 

Lawrence 45). Violence is the tool of choice for the masculine manifestation of the American 

monomythic hero, an essential part of who he is and how he is defined. 

 

Feminine manifestation  

This redemptive paradigm matches the monomythic outline at every point. The 

unselfish redeemer, lacking in any sexual consciousness, achieves marvelous 

solutions through which she restores Edenic happiness, and everyone lives 

happily ever after. This mythical plot varies from the masculine heroic patterns 

                                                
23 Astute fans will note that Captain Kirk is not exactly what Lawrence and Jewett would consider a paragon of sexual 
abstinence in the way that typical American pop culture (super)heroes tend to be. However, there is something to his 
“approach” in that, at the end of each episode—and each liaison—he moves on, never tied permanently to any one 
woman/alien, and this is something that Lawrence and Jewett do discuss in their book (p. 239+) in relation to Kirk and 
other captains. The critical thread in Star Trek, as well as in other, more recent pop culture examples, seems to 
emerge as not “no relationships” but rather “no permanent relationships.” 
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only in the means of redemption, which are psychologically and religiously 

manipulative rather than violent. Whereas the men achieve sexual segmentation 

through renunciation, superheroines… simply remain in a prepubescent state 

forever. (Lawrence and Jewett 74, emphasis mine) 

 In contrast, the feminine manifestation of the American monomythic hero eschews 

physical violence for a more hands-off approach to problem-solving. Emerging the 1800s, a 

growing impetus rooted in “increasingly optimistic Protestantism” to reform (and re-form) society 

led to the development of a “domestic redeemer” (Lawrence and Jewett 67-8). The goals were 

similar—saving mankind—but the threats faced tended to be more related to temperament: “If 

everyone is perfectible, why are there so many irascible and disruptive persons in one’s family 

and community? If salvation is to be universal, why do so many seem to reject it? If the pursuit 

of happiness is blessed by Providence, why are so many people so unhappy” (Lawrence and 

Jewett 68)? The cause is not to save lives but to save souls and spirits from themselves. “In the 

most complex human dilemmas, against the barriers of sloth, jealousy, and hardness of heart, 

the domestic superheroes work their magic of happy endings” where others have fallen short 

(Lawrence and Jewett 67). 

 Enter the hero, a character who, in contrast to the renunciant male hero, is virginal and 

chaste, often but not always a child (Lawrence and Jewett 69); while sexual abstinence is part 

of what focuses the male hero, “[f]emale redemptive power requires a soul and body 

uncontaminated by sexual passion” (Lawrence and Jewett 69). To be an influencer for good, 

then, the female hero can never have succumbed to baser instincts, as that would essentially 

(and perhaps permanently) tarnish her ability to be a positive moral force. “Purity was as 

essential as piety to a young woman,” notes Barbara Welter, “its absence as unnatural and 

unfeminine. Without it she was, in fact, no woman at all, but a member of some lower order” 

(Welter 154). While Welter may have been discussing Victorian-era ideals, this time period and 

its perceptions of women and girls underpins many of the elements seen in the feminine 
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monomythic hero—purity is a critical element because it is what makes her a woman in the first 

place and thus able to be that moral force for good. 

 And this moral force, rooted in the idea that “God has no hands but our hands” 

(Lawrence and Jewett 69), is how these redeemers effect change, as noted in the epigraph to 

this chapter. There is violence being carried out, but in this case, it is a more psychologically-

rooted violence that serves to manipulate rather than obliterate. She (as most, but not all, of 

these heroic characters are female) forces others to change through “selfless love and virtuous 

cheerfulness” (Jewett and Lawrence 108). More modern manifestations, often tied to “the 

recently surging angels market,” are even more assertive about the role of religion in coercing 

redemption, as seen in the television program Touched by an Angel: “[t]he magic of confronting 

an actual angel who accepts each individual and expresses the love of God always prevails, 

resulting in the individual’s rehabilitation… the angels are free to go back to heaven to pick up 

another assignment… This formulaic element echoes the formula of the cowboy riding away 

from the saved community” (Lawrence and Jewett 80, 81). The civilization may not be imperiled 

by evil forces or hindered by lawless frontier societies, but the day is still saved by a hero who 

rides away at the end of the story. 

 While such transformations are certainly appealing, as evidenced by the fact that such 

presentations have been and continue to be woven through American pop culture24, there are 

certainly as many issues with this approach as there are with the “virtuous violence” so essential 

to the masculine manifestation. In addition to the manipulative element, issues arise with 

oversimplification and with the minimizing of significant traumas and catastrophes, both of which 

will be discussed more thoroughly later in this chapter. 

 

                                                
24 While the feminine manifestation of the American Monomythic hero may have started in popular culture in England 
with Charles Dickens and established roots in the US with Spyri’s novel Heidi, Lawrence and Jewett note that the 
Little House on the Prairie television series and more contemporary programs such as Touched by an Angel have 
kept the pattern alive. 
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Historical/Literary Roots  

 The American Monomyth, its heroes, and its conception of Eden emerge out of particular 

historical and literary roots and present themselves through particular pop culture avenues. This 

section discusses these roots to provide more context for the concept’s development and 

possible explanations for its durability. 

 Catherine Albanese notes that the idea of “chosenness” is deeply rooted in senses of 

American religiosity and civil religion, and that millennialism has dovetailed strongly with it in 

crafting a particular mindset from the earliest days of the nation: “Both chosenness and 

millennialism are religious concepts that, it is hoped, will forge one people out of many peoples, 

giving them a history and identity in the American Revolution, interpreted according to Puritan, 

Enlightenment, and new American themes,” and, rather than fade with time, this sense and 

“tension of being chosen” have persisted (Albanese 89). Lang and Trimble further expand on 

this point, noting that the self-perception as a “frontier nation” helped create the idea of a hands-

on hero who makes change happen himself (Lang and Trimble 159). Indeed, the American hero 

was a self-made role model for others: “As a frontier nation, the idea of struggle was inbred into 

the American monomyth; the hero’s struggle was one of vertical mobility, raising himself from 

humble beginnings until he had forced society to recognize him as a successful individual. The 

rise from the masses into the light of individual success became the beacon for others to follow” 

(Lang and Trimble 159). There is an emphasis on the physicality, the idea of doing that these 

heroes carry out, as seen even in such figures “like Henry Ford and Thomas Edison” (Lang and 

Trimble 159). 

 Simply put, when it comes to aspiration figures, we want doers rather than thinkers, 

specifically doers who uphold the “Puritan work ethic” (Lang and Trimble 160) that has persisted 

through American history. This framework (an identity rooted in being chosen, a millennialist 

consciousness, a frontier perspective, and a roll-up-your-sleeves sense of action) provides a 

strong foundation for the creation and persistence of the American monomythic hero. 
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Buffalo Bill and Heidi   

 The literary roots of the American Monomyth begin with some of the US’ earliest literary 

traditions, including captivity narratives and related writings. However, while these stories 

centered on the idea of “suffering to be a just punishment for… sins” (Lawrence and Jewett 27), 

over time the causes of such sufferings at the hands of evil shifted from internal (“I am a bad 

person and deserve these woes”) to external (“Someone else caused these woes”), and that 

someone else moved from the “aggressive Indians” to “road agents or counterfeiters” in dime 

novels during the mid to late 1800s (Lawrence and Jewett 27). “At the root of this shift in the 

locus of evil was the inability of the western Eden to provide immunity from economic and 

natural disasters toward the end of the nineteenth century” (Lawrence and Jewett 27). This 

literary and historical shift sets up the ascendance of Buffalo Bill Cody quite nicely in the 

American monomythic pantheon. 

 Buffalo Bill started out as William F. Cody, Army scout and frontiersman, then quickly 

transformed into Buffalo Bill, national redeemer, renunciant, and symbol of the expansion of 

civilization over savagery (Lawrence and Jewett 50-4). His immense popularity emerged out of 

a willful national blind spot during a period of significant and rapid westward expansion. In a 

striking case of mythic massage, criticism of Buffalo Bill’s actions quailed before the symbolism 

of what he accomplished:  

Intelligent people believed in Buffalo Bill, despite evidence to the contrary, 

because he dramatically embodied the Redeemer Nation concept. The Manifest 

Destiny of the nation to bear the burden of civilization against the irrational 

resistance of savages was so widely believed that accepting Buffalo Bill was 

virtually automatic… Even for highly critical minds, Buffalo Bill’s successful 

visualization of the western redeemer myth had a massaging effect… When 

Cody brought back real Indians from recent military engagements to 

stereotypically reenact their defeat by him and the U.S. military [in Wild West 
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shows], the critical impulse found it easy to surrender. (Lawrence and Jewett 56-

7). 

Viewers, even educated ones, bought into the paradigm offered because it affirmed, both in 

novel and stage show form, what Americans wanted to believe about the West, about Manifest 

Destiny, and about their own “calling” as redemptive figures in the wilderness. “[T]he ‘illusion’ 

involved a denial of aggression that was highly appealing to an expansionistic culture, and that 

from this denial was emerging the American monomyth” (Lawrence and Jewett 58). The mythic 

shaping tools discussed earlier in this chapter were certainly in play. “To question the deeds of 

the winner of a Congressional Medal of Honor was… downright un-American” (Jewett and 

Lawrence 92)—doubting his claims or fact-checking his adventures was “distinctly a minority 

opinion” (Jewett and Lawrence 91). 

 And this was the case even in the shaping of the Buffalo Bill “character” out of William 

Cody. Buffalo Bill was a consummate showman, a well-dressed, “abstemious and sexually 

ascetic” hero (Jewett and Lawrence 88-9), but Cody was a married man who “betrayed his 

impetuous wife for the next half-century” (Jewett and Lawrence 87). “Showman Cody 

convincingly played the redeemer role for the Wild West show audiences, thundering away 

victoriously on his horse to avenge civilization’s claim against the outnumbering savages” 

(Jewett and Lawrence 85). He created his own American monomythic character, building on his 

activities and embellishing stories to create a successful storyline that people would not only 

buy into but actively celebrate, ignoring the details that would contradict that image of 

redemption and heroism. “This heroic image was developed out of materials and events whose 

true character required constant suppression of discordant elements” (Jewett and Lawrence 

85). With this historic foundation set, other larger-than-life characters, both real people and 

fictional, could also succeed in developing their monomythic presence.  

 While not a real-life example, Heidi, of the Johanna Spyri novel of the same name, 

operates as a strong example of the feminine manifestation of the American monomythic hero in 



49 
 

action. The idea of a virtuous angel, a “redeemer figure communicating divine love to a fallen 

world,” emerged out of Charles Dickens’ novels and grew from there during the Victorian period 

(Lawrence and Jewett 69, 71). “These angelic girls give us an image of selfless love devoid of 

sexuality, combined with a perfect conformity to the post-Puritan virtues of cooperativeness, 

cheerfulness, and submissiveness” (Lawrence and Jewett 71). Heidi became an iconic version 

of this monomythic manifestation, bringing religion-driven love and support to others as a means 

of creating a better world for them and others. Heidi uses faith and good cheer as a means of 

coercion, an approach just as effective as physical violence in achieving her ends. “The simple 

faith that God uses her to achieve the happiness of others keeps Heidi from reflecting on her 

own role in this miraculous melting of a hardened heart. She remains as pure and as selfless as 

the first day she skipped up the Alm to her grandfather’s hut” (Lawrence and Jewett 74). 

 It seems to be no coincidence that this approach proliferated throughout the literature 

and popular culture of the era, as this parallels the goals of the Cult of True Womanhood (also 

called the Cult of Domesticity), which emerged in the 1820s through the Civil War period 

(Lavender), slightly before the English-language translation of Heidi in 1884 (Lawrence and 

Jewett 72). It befell the wife, in this new era of middle-class nuclear family units (Lavender), to 

embody “four cardinal virtues—piety, purity, submissiveness, and domesticity… She would be 

another, better Eve, working in cooperation with the Redeemer, bringing the world back” (Welter 

152). Part of the True Woman’s mission in life was to be the moral and religious rock of the 

home, serving to educate, if not coax, her family into correct behavior. “From her home woman 

performed her great task of bringing men back to God… ‘even if we cannot reform the world in a 

moment, we can begin the work by reforming ourselves and our households—It is woman’s 

mission’” (Arthur, in Welter 162-3). 

 The ideal woman was the domestic redeemer referred to by Lawrence and Jewett; she 

and her sisters in the system must be “handmaidens of God, efficient auxiliaries [sic] in the great 

task of renovating the world” (Lavender). Just as Buffalo Bill’s adventures, coupled with mythic 
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shaping, created an archetypal American monomythic hero, so did the economic shift toward a 

middle class coupled with new ideas on the role and value of women. “The unselfish redeemer, 

lacking in any sexual consciousness, achieves marvelous solutions through which she restores 

Edenic happiness, and everyone lives happily ever after” (Lawrence and Jewett 74). It is as 

almost-too-good-to-be-true as the masculine hero riding off into the sunset—in this case, she 

rides into the faceless obscurity of her ordained role—and just as pervasive. 

 

Pop Culture Examples25  

 Other, more recent examples also exist in popular culture. Lawrence and Jewett 

acknowledge that, while the Heidi-style monomythic hero is typically female, male examples do 

exist, and one of the better examples is Charles Ingalls in the Little House on the Prairie 

television series (Lawrence and Jewett 75, Jewett and Lawrence 116-7). Charles Ingalls 

operates in the same way as Heidi, as he “redeem[s] by nonviolent manipulations” and  

“shares the redeemer role with other members of the family” (Jewett and Lawrence 116-7). 

While the actual Ingalls family endured hardships that are well-documented in the book series, 

the television program, through mythic shaping, turns the family’s hardships into solvable crises 

that wrap up in the space of an episode (Jewett and Lawrence 120-2). “When desperate 

circumstances arise, they are always neatly eliminated at the end of an hour program by 

miraculous redemption. Elements that might prevent an audience from being intoxicated by the 

mythic brew are filtered out” (Lawrence and Jewett 78). Evil, destruction, natural disaster—it is 

all rendered as a plot device and kept innocuous through the use of mythic shaping. 

                                                
25 These are just a few brief examples. Many additional examples exist and are discussed by Lawrence and Jewett, 
from the more obvious Disney and John Wayne to the slightly less obvious slew of president-saves-the-day films 
throughout American movie history, but space prevents thorough discussion of all (or even a robust selection) of 
these works. 
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 Similarly, the actions of the protagonists Vida, Noxeema, and Chi Chi, in the film To 

Wong Foo, Thanks for Everything! Julie Newmar26, also offer evidence of the American 

Monomyth in action. The trio, unexpectedly stranded in a town due to their car breaking down, 

“fortuitously arrive in Snyderville so that they may save it” (Brookey and Westerfelhaus 147). 

They are outsiders arriving in Snyderville, and the townsfolk are being assailed by harmful 

forces (146-7). Brookey and Westerfelhaus, in their article applying the American Monomyth to 

the film, assert that this film offers “a feminization of the narrative form of the American 

monomyth” in keeping with the ideas of purity and piety described by Barbara Welter (144) 

referenced earlier; however, on closer inspection, it instead seems to be a demonstration of a 

dominantly feminine manifestation rather than a full feminization of the masculine manifestation.  

 While Brookey and Westerfelhaus cite that the trio’s weapons are “the superpowers the 

film attributes to the drag queen: feminine purity, piety, and a highly-developed fashion sense” 

(147), the first two attributes are certainly ones seen in the Heidi-style hero—they are using less 

physical and more psychological/emotional means of eliciting changes in behavior. While there 

are moments in the film in which violence does help save the day (148), there are also climactic 

moments of transformation in which love, compassion, and self-sacrifice achieve the same goal 

(149) in restoring the Edenic potential of Snyderville. “Self-sacrifice is morally pure only when it 

is unconditional; the three heroines did good deeds because they are good, not because they 

expected something in return” (149), which dovetails nicely with the almost-unreally-virtuous 

Heidi-esque qualities of the feminine manifestation of the monomythic hero. Further reinforcing 

this idea of the supernatural qualities of the feminine hero is another character in the film 

declaring that “I don’t think of you as a man and I don’t think of you as a woman. I think of you 

as an angel” (To Wong Foo, in Brookey and Westerfelhaus 149). Our heroes have reached the 

                                                
26 Brookey and Westerfelhaus do note that the depictions of the drag queens and the deification that takes place is 
problematic, and while this discussion is not being explored in this project, it does bear mentioning—how do these 
heroic tropes, when applied to historically othered groups, affect larger cultural perceptions? This is an excellent 
discussion that merits further exploration in other projects. 
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virtuous angel status in redeeming the town. Shortly thereafter, with their mission accomplished, 

the heroes ride off into the sunset27 (149). 

 If film and television references are not convincing enough, the proliferation of computer 

games in the late 20th and early 21st centuries offers a new avenue for discussion of 

monomythic content. “Developing quickly in the past few decades, the personal computer and 

the arcades now offer high-fidelity sound and an assortment of interactive controls for hands, 

feet, and voice” (Lawrence and Jewett 199). The technomythic potential has only grown with 

newer, faster, more advanced platforms since their 2002 publication; tablets, smartphones, 

multifunction gaming systems, and widely-available VR systems offer a plethora of gaming 

possibilities and new levels of immersion—and even more reasons to examine the mythic 

potential of these products. “As computers have matured in their… capabilities, they have 

become another way of singing the monomythic hymn to the younger generations. Computers28 

stand proudly beside comic books, films, television series, and novels as purveyors of heroes 

who redeem threatened communities” (Lawrence and Jewett 221). 

 Lawrence and Jewett discuss the idea of the monomythic hero arising as early as Atari’s 

Space Invaders, which debuted in 1977 and offered players the opportunity to save the world, 

but offered “simplified paranoia” more than anything (206-7). Instead, the later release, Missile 

Command, offered a defined storyline that clearly identified the good guys, the bad guys, and, in 

their advertising, the explicit role of the hero (read: the player) (208-9). This game’s clearly 

stated role became the first of many: “Missile Command’s savior premise, unusually explicit in 

Atari’s advertisement, surfaces repeatedly in the world of shooter games that developed in the 

1980s and 1990s… the notion that you become the superhero would become a familiar theme 

in the world of interactive games” (Lawrence and Jewett 209, emphasis in original). 

                                                
27 Hollywood, technically. Close enough. 

 
28 For the sake of this section and to be consistent with Lawrence and Jewett’s use, I will be using the phrase 
“computer games” to encompass gaming across all platforms, not just the PC/laptop. 
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 Any number of games fit this premise, including the role-playing game (RPG) style Elder 

Scrolls series mentioned in footnote 9 earlier, but Lawrence and Jewett put greater weight on 

the first-person shooter (FPS) genre, as these games are often quite explicit about the player’s 

role in saving the day. The world as set forth is imperiled, the in-world frameworks are incapable 

of responding, and the only solution is to go out, guns blazing: “The firmly established traditions 

of this genre presume that your finger must always be on the trigger, that you must be ready to 

kill easily defined enemies, and that you will hesitate only for tactical reasons” (Lawrence and 

Jewett 217). Shoot first, ask questions later, and damn the consequences if you’re acting on 

behalf of the good and right. Lawrence and Jewett do probe a little deeper, however: 

Are these games presenting themselves as guides for the development of life 

meanings? The mocking rejoinder… we should “lighten up” and see that these 

are a parody… But the intent to ridicule implies some rejection of the values we 

are encouraged to laugh at. On the contrary, defenders of the games can be 

quite zealous about the ethos underlying the games’ relentless attacks on  evil… 

[C]omputer-borne forms of the monomyth are starkly simplistic: stories designed 

more for the quick hand than the thoughtful mind. In this regard, myth becomes a 

kinetic as well as an emotional experience. (Lawrence and Jewett 220-1) 

Computer games, particularly those in the FPS and RPG genres that fit this type, are ardent 

about the ethics at play in the gameplay. The storylines, the characters, and the players feed 

into this premise of saving the day, and the recent advancements in technology, far beyond 

what Lawrence and Jewett were experiencing in 2002, allow for a far greater, full-body 

connection with the mythic content. It is, as they have noted, a means of experiencing and 

“living” the myth on a whole new level, and, as games and technology progress, will require in-

depth investigation of the American Monomyth’s hold and its ramifications29. 

                                                
29 While such games will not be discussed in this project, their potential influences and shortcomings regarding the 
monomyth will be covered later in this chapter. 
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Issues in and with the American Monomyth  

 As demonstrated so far in this chapter, the pervasiveness of the American Monomyth is 

not in question. The established roots of the mythic elements, the historical influences on 

monomythic hero manifestations and on conceptions of Eden, and the popular culture 

presentations have assured its presence in American culture and beyond. From Puritan captivity 

narratives and Buffalo Bill Cody to The Virginian and Heidi, from John Wayne and Bonanza to 

Jaws, To Wong Foo, and Death Wish, the American Monomyth has managed to weave its way 

into how we have long seen our heroes, our villains, and even ourselves. 

 But, as also hinted at in this chapter, the American Monomyth does have a more sinister 

side. The glorification of violence (both physical and psychological/emotional) as a means of 

setting the world aright has potentially affected society’s perception of reality. This section 

discusses the ways in which the American Monomyth’s effects on the perception of violence 

and how it contributes to dissonance between the problem-solving avenues offered in popular 

culture and what real-life will permit. 

 

Violence  

 Rollo May posits that a lack of mythic structure in society is to blame for feelings of 

despair and helplessness that then turn into violent action as a means of coping for a feeling of 

meaninglessness (May, in Lawrence and Jewett 107). People in society act out violently, then, 

because they have no other recourse for establishing themselves in a mythically adrift world. 

Lawrence and Jewett, however, argue that such violence is indeed part and parcel of our 

existing mythic structures, which exist now as surely as they have in the more distant past; the 

enticing appeal, rather than the absence, of these mythic elements is what contributes to violent 

acts (Lawrence and Jewett 107). “In some of these materials violence is presented in carefully 

wrought golden imagery… Violence, we submit, increases when a mythic system, intact though 
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perhaps unacknowledged, channels frustration and aggressive impulses into destructive 

avenues. Mythical violence suggests to its audience the possibility of achieving a negative form 

of integration through zealous retribution” (Lawrence and Jewett 107). They also cite Richard 

Slotkin’s perspective on how “the narratives of a particular culture produce a mythology capable 

of channeling subsequent behavior” (Lawrence and Jewett 111). The myths present alluring 

storylines that could invite emulation, and these storylines also provide a potential framework for 

such actions. Instances of violence perpetrated in recent American history do offer examples of 

the implicit Werther invitation embedded in such narratives, including those closely tied to 

redemptive frameworks. 

 Lawrence and Jewett do point toward the roots of such actions in content that bridges 

ancient myths with current needs (113), such as the captivity narratives’ ability to show “violence 

as the means of both cleansing the wilderness and regenerating true faith in the believing 

community” (112). The captivity narratives are simply the beginning—the idea of saving, of 

redeeming, of purifying has continued in quite a powerful fashion through popular culture 

avenues and has, through the use of mythic shaping tools, discussed earlier, served to make 

such scenarios not just appealing but outright plausible in the minds of pop culture consumers: 

[T]he entire process has immense cultural significance. The ever-recurring 

fantasy of redemptive violence may provide a key to the high incidence of 

violence on the part of virile males—or weak male outcasts—and the passivity on 

the part of the general public, both of which seem to be characteristic of current 

American society. (Lawrence and Jewett 113) 

The mythic shaping tools were discussed earlier in this chapter, specifically in the context of 

how they serve to make the implausible plausible. The everyman can—and should—rise up 

against evil to defend those unable to defend themselves, even if that evil is an ineffective or 

oppressive government; such violent action is justified through saving the powerless (Lawrence 

and Jewett 161). 
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 This act of “saving” the oppressed from a governmental oppressor has manifested in 

real life cases of violent actions. While the fictional world of film offers many avenues for 

polished closure, in which the community is restored and the government vanquished through 

acts of violence30 (Lawrence and Jewett 167), the reality ends up being far less clean. Violent 

actions taken by Timothy McVeigh, Theodore Kaczynski, and others reflect the “fantasy of 

redeeming violence—floating untethered from philosophical or domestic restraints” (Lawrence 

and Jewett 167) while causing brutal destruction of life and property, along with other far-

reaching consequences never confronted in monomythical presentations: 

Like the heroes of myth, they claimed to act in behalf of social freedom. But their 

deeds caused enormous suffering and fear, and in many ways added intrusive 

restrictions on mailing practices, on travel, and on the design of our public 

buildings. As we detail those consequences, we can see the deep reality gap 

between mythically scripted violence and the chaos of real-world applications. 

(Lawrence and Jewett 167) 

Such catastrophic actions were taken because of a fervent belief that violence would save a 

besieged society, and both McVeigh and Kaczynski persisted in this self-perceived valorous 

mindset that drove them to “save the innocent community whether it want[ed] to be saved or 

not” from its oppressors (Lawrence and Jewett 170, 172, 173)—never mind the fact that 

Kaczynski’s actions did not spare the innocent (although he believed he did) and punish only 

the evil (Lawrence and Jewett 174)31. 

 Writing in the immediate days and weeks after September 11th, 2001, Lawrence and 

Jewett note that “[McVeigh and Kaczynski’s] mythic framework has startling similarities to the 

                                                
30 Lawrence and Jewett raise the Rambo films and the film Unforgiven as influential for their slightly atypical, though 
no less influential, conception of the monomyth (157-61). Unforgiven, in particular, had a strong influence on Timothy 
McVeigh and his acts of extreme violence against the American government (159). 
 
31 Lawrence and Jewett mention the Unabomber (Kaczynski) specifically here, although I would argue that McVeigh 
and other similarly motivated perpetrators of mass violence would also fall under this category as well. 
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terrorists who piloted the planes on September 11, hoping to destroy a satanic power and thus 

to purify the world” (174). The idea of cleansing violence is certainly not unique to the US, but 

the American monomythic concept may be part of its driving force domestically. While the 

actions of Kaczynski, McVeigh, and Columbine High School shooters must be thoroughly 

parsed, it is difficult if not impossible to attach blame to just one factor or motive, whether it be 

family, social, educational, personal, or professional (Lawrence and Jewett 175). However, it 

can be said “that as a result of their zealous, self-righteously motivated actions, we have 

experienced a reduction in the quality of freedom in American life” and that the impact of those 

zealous actions is long-reaching, even beyond our borders (Lawrence and Jewett 175); 

“[m]ythicized zealotry in its various guises now threatens to undermine the possibility of 

democratic institutions everywhere” (Lawrence and Jewett 175). While it may sound a bit 

hyperbolic on the part of the authors, the reality is that powerful myths have great reach, and 

technology helps that reach grow. “A mythic paradigm as potent as Hercules or Odysseus had 

been born, spawning its offspring in a popular culture that would soon encircle the world. It 

would not be long until the American monomyth became the subculture of Planet Earth” (Jewett 

and Lawrence 194). Again, while other nations each have their own paradigms, the 

pervasiveness of American pop culture exports ensures that the ideologies of the American 

Monomyth would at least spread, if not take hold, making the weight of and potential problems 

with the American monomyth worth serious consideration. 

 Part of what needs particular consideration is the inherent dissonance between what pop 

culture consumers see on screen and what happens in reality. There is a definite appeal to the 

idea that all problems can be solved in the space of a film, an episode, or a story arc, but 

wrapping things up in a nice little package in a fixed amount of time is far from reality, and this 

reality is deeply unsatisfying if not outright disturbing. Again referring to McVeigh and Kaczynski, 

Lawrence and Jewett note that “[p]airing these cool, effective terrorists with their mythic 

counterparts from contemporary popular culture reveals a deep schizophrenia in our land; on 
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our mythic holidays from the formal ideals of democracy, we celebrate visions that horrify us 

when translated into action by those who enact purgative deeds of the monomyth” (Lawrence 

and Jewett 154). We find great appeal in heroes who solve problems, even those in 

government, with a dispassionate violence that vindicates the little guy while punishing the big 

bad bully—but when real-life agents carry these mythic structures out in real-life acts of 

violence, it has catastrophic consequences that devastate both victims and bystanders. But 

reality does not work that way: “Despite its mythic glitter, golden violence always proves itself a 

far baser metal than democracies can tolerate” (Lawrence and Jewett 125). We may find great 

appeal in the use of violence unbeholden to law and order, but in practice, it poses a distinct set 

of problems that we cannot ignore, including but not limited to the effects of that violence on 

feelings of safety and freedom (and the increasing lack of both that often results from such 

actions). 

 Yet, despite this dissonance, the monomythic elements persist. Lawrence and Jewett 

dedicate some of their discussion to computer games as a particularly pertinent example of this 

sort of dissonance in play. “Historically, children have received toys that reflect an adult sense of 

civilization’s roles, challenges, and destiny… Games of violence mediated by the computer fit in 

with this older pattern, but they advance the style of play in revolutionary fashion” (Lawrence 

and Jewett 205). These games are not just for children, however, and they have made 

monomythic narrative structures present in other media forms widely available to a broad 

audience (Lawrence and Jewett 206), thus serving “as another form of mythic socialization” and 

inviting the Werther effect (Lawrence and Jewett 204). Indeed, as noted before, this 

socialization to the idea of violence as the key to solving problems continues to raise not 

insignificant questions about the long-term effects: “While we may accept some of the skeptical 

disclaimers about the real-world impact of symbolic imagery, it still is relevant to ask whether the 

fantasy models of uninhibited destructive rage, rationalized by habitual exposure to myths of 

innocence, invite emulation by some deeply troubled souls” (Lawrence and Jewett 204). 
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 Do computer games cause violence, as asserted by many32 in the wake of the Michael 

Carneal and Columbine High School killings? This is a similar question to those asked about 

comic books during the era of the Comics Code and studies conducted by Dr. Frederic 

Wertham on the supposed effects of comic books on young people, and questions swirled about 

connections between fantasy and real-world violence, particularly in the wake of these events in 

1999 (Lawrence and Jewett 201). Lawrence and Jewett do note that while there were many 

factors involved in the Columbine shootings in particular, assigning blame to one particular 

cause would be difficult (203). However, the American monomythic structure and the Werther 

effect are still in play in the background: 

Nevertheless, it is reasonable to declare that, however we interpret the riddle of 

the schoolhouse murders of the 1990s, the death-themed computer games play 

a haunting background melody to the tragedy. This is a prom example of what 

we have called the Werther effect, which functions in the cultural arena even 

though its liabilities cannot be adjudicated in the courts. (Lawrence and Jewett 

203) 

Were computer games the cause? Probably not, but there is still mythic socialization at work 

here, especially the dissonant variety discussed in this section. That socialization allows the 

player (or the viewer, or reader, or listener…) to become an everyman hero who saves the 

day—even if the usual structures and strictures of combat or enforcement aren’t present: “there 

is seldom any hint of democratic values as guidance for the conduct of war. Nor is there any 

alarm that those values might be in danger” (Lawrence and Jewett 215). These games offer a 

quick solution that, paradoxically, operates outside the law to protect those beholden to it; they 

offer “a world that is completely militarized, but without a command structure or any 

accountability to political authority. In such a world, the idea of judicial restraint on violence 

                                                
32 Jack Thompson, a Florida-based lawyer known for his campaigns against computer gaming violence (Cavalli), 
brought suit against Time Warner Inc. following the Carneal slayings (Lawrence and Jewett 201-2). 
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becomes laughable” (Jewett and Lawrence 217). The games do not, therefore, so much 

promote violence as they promote the mythic structures that could potentially lead to it. The vast 

majority of players never perpetrate acts of violence. However, it is worth questioning how 

pervasive the mythic socialization is, what its effects are, and how they could be mitigated or 

countered33. How is the American monomythic structure affecting our ability to cope with and 

address reality? 

 

Complications of Manipulation  

 Issues of coping are truly at the heart of complications with the domestic redeemer-style 

hero. The Heidi hero pattern relies on goodness, love, and virtue to bring sinners back from the 

brink (in the broadest conception). While the male monomythic hero faces violent acts and 

institutional incompetence, the female hero, the domestic redeemer, has her own task set 

before her: “When confronted by insoluble personality conflicts within the community, nonviolent 

manipulation is employed. With wisdom and coolness equal to the vigilante counterpart, the 

Heidi-redeemer brings happiness to a desperate Eden” (Jewett and Lawrence 196). Her 

weapons are not her fists but her heart and mind as she cajoles and convinces others into love, 

joy, and good behavior. On the surface, the Heidi-redeemer sounds like a more palatable option 

for saving the day, with far less of the risk of large-scale property damage seen with 

superheroes. 

 But, just as with the caped crusaders, Heidi’s manipulative means have a dark side, too. 

Just as the male heroic framework has negative effects on consumers who may look to these 

patterns to solve their own real-life problems, so does the domestic redeemer schema. “What is 

its likely impact on persons facing the irremediable conditions of disability, accident, natural 

                                                
33 While this is a potentially strong avenue of investigation, it is outside the scope of this current project. 
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catastrophe, and death? What is its message to the poor, the defeated, the frustrated, and the 

disappointed” (Jewett and Lawrence 122-3)? 

 Lawrence and Jewett point to Ruth Shalit’s examination of the history of angels and the 

(relatively) recent angel phenomenon in American pop culture, in which angels are broadly seen 

as redeemer figures who guide, if not outright save the day for, mere mortals through an 

abundance of love, compassion, and faith (80-1)34. Again, while this may seem fine on the 

surface, it points to something deeper. While “the love of God always prevails” in such pop 

culture elements (81), the recipient of such effortless transformation is essentially rendered 

passive in his or her own saving from crisis: 

The God of these [angel] stories is a narcissistic projection completely lacking in 

the transcendence confronted by virtuous Job. In place of human maturation 

gained through self-understanding, exertion, and suffering, instead of robust 

freedom and responsibility, these stories promise that super agencies will solve 

our problems and make us happy. This is truly a religious opiate, more potent 

and more illusory than the target aimed at by Marx and Freud. (Lawrence and 

Jewett 82-3) 

There is no maturation involved with this schema—but then again, as noted earlier in this 

chapter, maturation through trial was one of the key attributes of the Campbellian monomyth 

that does not surface in the American Monomyth. Instead of maturation, the imperiled citizen 

waits passively for redemption by a superhero (whether it has a cape or wings). The implied 

message is that positive outcomes, are guaranteed to all, if they just wait long enough (Jewett 

and Lawrence 123). When this does not happen, it becomes destructive: “the natural conclusion 

                                                
34 Angels, during this surge, were seen less as the “agents of apocalypse and lesser judgments… [or] offered 
messages of hope or acts of assistance” than “helpful creatures inclined to satisfy human desires for everything from 
prosperity to sexual fulfillment” (Lawrence and Jewett 80). As Shalit noted in Lawrence and Jewett, “angels have 
returned with a vengeance, but less as a manifestation of faith than an objectification of need” (80). Angels have been 
reduced to wish fulfillment, essentially. While this is a key part of the larger phenomenon, this project is only working 
with the “redeemer” side of it. 
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is that something must have gone dreadfully wrong” (Jewett and Lawrence 123). What has the 

individual done to not have the happy ending he or she “deserves”?  

 The passive recipient of the emotional “transformation” is not, they argue, the only one 

potentially harmed by this framework. The redeemers may also find that their tactics fall short: 

“Those who identify with the redeemer figures and seek to emulate their feats in real life will find 

that targets of redemption are not as easy to change as one might expect. Nor is adversity easy 

to alter” (Lawrence and Jewett 83). The end result is likely not conversion to a better mindset or 

personal renewal or reintegration into (cheerful) society, but rather resentment. That backfiring 

can have further consequences: 

When the stance of the innocent savior proves futile, explosions of indignation 

are imminent. Frustrating reality can turn domestic manipulators into male and 

female bitches. Massaged by the myth to believe that they require no growth or 

adjustment to adversity, would be superheroes and –heroines have a 

disconcerting tendency to withdraw from sustained encounters with reality. 

(Lawrence and Jewett 84) 

The self-styled heroes feel rejected, the object of conversion resents the actions, and neither 

party ends up in a better place than they were to begin with; “those who strive hardest at this 

task make the most perfect hells for themselves and their victims” (Lawrence and Jewett 84). 

Psychoemotional violence carried out by the feminine manifestation of the American 

monomythic hero, Lawrence and Jewett intimate, can be just as problematic, just as destructive, 

as the physical kind espoused by the masculine manifestation. 

 

Passivity/Willful Blindness  

 Acts of violence, whether physical or psychological, are not the only negative 

consequence of the American monomyth that require mitigation. Not everyone can, or even 
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wants, to be a hero, which raises questions: what do the people on the sidelines do? How do 

they react? What are the ramifications of watching spectators spectate? 

 The American monomythic story, as noted frequently in this chapter, begins in Eden. 

The Edenic setting, whether the earliest wildernesses, the frontier settlements, the genial small 

towns, or the complicated cities, is populated by people who, soon after the story begins, find 

themselves imperiled. These people are by nature relatively cheerful, industrious sorts not 

prone to extremes, a people who, when crisis befalls them, are failed by the institutions 

designed to protect them (Lawrence and Jewett 22). Oddly enough, however, there is no 

mention in the monomyth of the citizenry’s industriousness leading to their taking control of the 

situation. The diligence that marked them as an Edenic population vanishes in the face of 

threats. In the classical Campbellian monomyth, a hero would arise from the community, but in 

the American Monomyth, the hero must come from outside the community, literally or 

figuratively. The popular comic book refrain, “Who will save us now?” emerges from a populace 

that is suddenly powerless to do anything but wait to be saved. Jewett and Lawrence point to 

the film Death Wish as an example of the population waiting for a redeemer: “In this secularized 

drama of redemption, the redeemed remain passive. The Death Wish victims are inactive, and 

the government is ineffective; but the superhero and those who emulate him are able to 

eliminate the threat by vigilante action” (44-5). Agency belongs solely to the redeemer, and 

citizens become mere bystanders in the drama that plays out (even though that drama typically 

has life and death stakes).  

 Passivity becomes part and parcel of this Edenic existence, and it bleeds profusely into 

reality. Using the examples of Little House on the Prairie, Heidi, and, again, Death Wish, Jewett 

and Lawrence assert that “[p]assivity in [the] face of adverse circumstances becomes linked 

with a tranquilizing nostalgia for Eden” (123), and “the passive public in the film reinforce the 

inactive spectator stance of the audience” (50). The audience is wistful for a better time as they 

wait for a hero to rescue them; this spectator stance is further reinforced by the characterization 
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of governmental entities as “other” to the audience, particularly in disaster- or terrorism-themed 

films, as noted by Mark Poindexter. “The line is clearly drawn between the virtuous—who are 

practical and effective in combating terrorism… and the malignant elite—who are intellectual 

(rather than street smart), arrogant, ineffective, and therefore doomed to draw foreign terrorists 

to American soil” (Poindexter 61). It communicates, effectively and firmly, that it is better for the 

longing throngs to be among the virtuous, if possible, than the malignant elite, particularly if they 

bear responsibility for the current state of affairs (whatever that may be at the time). 

 And if one cannot be the hero, few other options remain under this mythic structure. The 

hero paradigm, as noted in the previous section on violence, has affected society, but so has 

the passivity paradigm: “The ever-recurring fantasy of redemptive violence may provide a key to 

the high incidence of violence on the part of virile males—or weak male outcasts35—and the 

passivity on the part of the general public, both of which seem to be characteristic of current 

American society” (Lawrence and Jewett 113). Passivity may be the current default in many 

ways (consider how often, for example, low voter turnout is bemoaned around election season), 

but Catherine Albanese astutely notes that society cannot function under that approach: “Being 

an example and fulfilling a mission mean that citizens in the chosen nation must engage in 

public activity. Loyalty and patriotism as inner qualities are not enough. Rather, as in the 

majority religion of Protestantism, citizens must work for the republic” (Albanese 89, emphasis in 

original). While she may be speaking more directly about civil religion, the point holds: to keep 

Eden Edenic, to let the chosen people keep their status as chosen, passivity is not an option. 

 

Flattening Reality  

 The final consequence of violence, manipulation, and passivity in the American 

Monomyth is the flattening of reality. While the logical mind understands on some level that 

                                                
35 Looking into how the American Monomyth affects conceptions and presentations of masculinity in American culture 
would prove quite interesting. It is, however, outside of the current project’s scope. 
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there is a difference between fiction and reality, the American Monomyth and the technomythic 

techniques that underpin it demonstrate otherwise. The effects percolate throughout larger 

American culture, altering in subtle ways the manner in which consumers of monomythic 

content interact with that culture and creating an oversimplification of how the world actually 

works. 

 That oversimplification creates a world of fantasy rather than practicality, a “land without 

ambiguities to cloud the moral vision, where the evil empire of enemies is readily discernible, 

and where they can vicariously (through identification with the superhero) smite evil before it 

overtakes them” (Lawrence and Jewett 48). It is an appealing world, one in which the line 

between the good guys and bad guys is so clearly drawn that there is no mistaking one for the 

other. Disney productions of all kinds have historically done quite well at this; the overall goal, 

regardless of specific topic or storyline, was to “[n]ever confront an audience with the uglier 

aspects of conflict that might cause unhappiness or ambiguity” (Jewett and Lawrence 136). In 

this monomythically-driven world, there are no grey areas, and thanks to technomythic 

techniques, our devout desires for superheroic redemption and a world where distinctions 

between good and evil are unmistakable, coupled with our fervent belief in America as a moral 

beacon, a “city on a hill,” start to tinge our realities (Lawrence and Jewett 48, 116). We want to 

smite because it is right, never mind the consequences. 

 It may be accurate that “[p]erception of the real world is decisively shaped by the 

monomythic paradigm” (Jewett and Lawrence 201), including techniques such as mythic 

alchemy and mythic massage, but that perception can have deep and long-reaching effects on 

consumers. Jewett and Lawrence again raise the example of catastrophe films as a means of 

demonstrating the monomythic effect on the viewer: 

The American public’s mood of anxiety and dread about the future, so faithfully 

expressed in the catastrophe films, cannot be dismissed. Their attempt to predict 

the consequences of present lifestyles, and the quest for the moral structure of 
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human experience stand in the best traditions of social responsibility. Yet 

monomythic materials are so preoccupied with moral stereotypes and repressed 

sexuality that attention is diverted from aspects of social life and current behavior 

that are truly latent with catastrophe. (Jewett and Lawrence 165) 

The viewers, then, are searching for ways to make sense of their lives and world through 

frameworks provided by films in the catastrophe genre (among others). These films provide a 

reinforcement of the clear-cut distinction between good and evil and an equally clear 

presentation of a moral code whose breach is duly and appropriately punished. Actions have 

very clear consequences, which is immensely reassuring to a fearful populace. However, such 

simplification, coupled with the rather limited sorts of situations presented, potentially blind 

viewers to larger problems that present real threats. Even though it may feel more reassuring to 

do so, a focus that is solely on small-scale concerns, as Jewett and Lawrence note above, 

distracts attention away from problems of greater magnitude and complexity, and it can 

potentially cause more harm in the long run (Lawrence and Jewett 333). 

 There is an embedded escapism happening as well, and it can be just as potent as the 

simplification. Escapism is closely tied in with the sense of nostalgia and passivity discussed 

elsewhere in this chapter, as well as with the manipulations of would-be redeemer figures 

(Jewett and Lawrence 210-11). Additionally, they assert, it “betrays the ideals of democratic 

responsibility and denies the reliance on human intelligence that is basic to the democratic 

hope” (Jewett and Lawrence 211), a position in keeping with Albanese’s. It becomes instructive 

where the populace is concerned—handling evil and conflict becomes externalized and 

ritualized as the public recognizes evil in others rather than themselves and waits for a 

redeemer to remedy the situation (Jewett and Lawrence 211-12). They have become 

conditioned to be passive and to regard their institutions as deeply flawed (if not outright 

incompetent), so the only hope is for a savior to save the day (Jewett and Lawrence 212). 

“Monomythic drama has the character of a tranquilizer, exchanging the sense of communal 
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alarm and obligation for a fantasy of Edenic resolution achievable only by superhumans” (Jewett 

and Lawrence 213). The participatory democracy ceases to be participatory and instead 

becomes passive. 

 Jewett and Lawrence are quite critical of the American Monomyth and its pervasive and 

potentially deleterious effects on democratic standards. The very presence of the hero who will 

save the people runs, they assert, counter to the underpinnings of American governance and 

reinforces both passivity and distrust of leadership and institutions among the people. 

Education, reason, and training are seen as “indicators of impotence or corruption,” while with 

“the exercise of redemptive power, purity of intention suffices” (Jewett and Lawrence 215). The 

woes of the world cannot be handed over to thinkers but to valorous crusaders, because it is 

only their virtue and pure intention that can actually save the day against the educated elites 

(who cannot be trusted to stand against the tide). 

 And it must be such an individual, because “[t]he public and its representatives are 

pictured as too stupid to survive confrontations with evil” (Jewett and Lawrence 215). However, 

the reality is such that assigning such power to one superheroic figure is deeply problematic for 

a people-led form of government. As historical evidence from the twentieth and twenty-first 

century demonstrates, the corruptibility of human nature when presented with power often 

becomes evident, even in individuals who can, ostensibly, be trusted, and the backfiring of such 

trust in an individual redeemer figure can prove catastrophic (Jewett and Lawrence 213-14). 

Jewett and Lawrence are adamant that the embracing of the American Monomyth proves 

destructive where the democratic impulse is concerned; it creates a thorough undermining of 

confidence in institutions, an impatience with process, and an abnegation of personal 

responsibility in favor of waiting on a redeemer to save the day (Jewett and Lawrence 215). 

 The act of waiting for a redeemer, coupled with Edenic nostalgia, serve to pacify both in 

the present and in perceptions of history; “[c]ertain that history conforms to mythic expectations 

and that civilization has subdued savagery, most Americans have little interest in the details” 
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(Lawrence and Jewett 64). The flattening, then, also applies to history as well as to the present. 

As long as we can view history with the same simplifying lens that we view the present, 

everything will be okay—everything will align with our ideals about heroes saving the innocent 

and vanquishing those who do not comply with or conform to preferred standards of good, evil, 

and Eden. “Evil, misfortune, even death: in this upbeat cosmos, all may be avoided or reversed. 

Tragedy is nothing but a plot device. Pain is real only so that it may be repealed. Rescue is 

inevitable. Inconclusiveness and uncertainty are banished” (Shalit, in Lawrence and Jewett 82). 

This may not be the reality we have, but it’s the reality we want to believe, and it can be 

downright destructive for people who are experiencing very real trials only to feel the effects of 

such minimization36. 

 If the community and institutions are negatively affected by the American Monomyth, 

what is the impact on the individual level? Lawrence and Jewett state that the inevitable result of 

monomythic shaping on the populace is to reduce roles to very specific gendered formats. They 

use films featuring John Wayne as a pointed example: “[h]is films regularly presented plots… 

imploring young men and women to accept the roles defined for them by the myth: sacrificial 

death for the male and quiet domesticity for the female” (92). The monomyth asks for very 

specific things of its participants—very flattened, non-dynamic roles that play into the heroic 

brackets offered up by the mythic structures. 

 In addition to the very specific roles in play, the hero also ends up isolated from larger 

community structures, including the democratic process. The hero essentially operates outside 

the system, and while it may be easy to label their “I will save the day” tactics as fascistic 

(Lawrence and Jewett 351), it is also possible to see this as just another marker of their outsider 

status: “Superheroic figures are never elected to public office, never submit to the restraints of 

law or constitution, and never contribute to the discussion that is the very stuff of democracy” 

                                                
36 This is a particularly interesting avenue of exploration, but it may more properly belong to pain studies, psychology, 
or even disaster management than to the aims of this project, so it will be set aside for the meantime. 
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(Lawrence and Jewett 351); he or she “claims surpassing concern for the health of the 

community, but… never practices citizenship” (Jewett and Lawrence 196). This could absolutely 

be read as a willingness to operate outside of the system, which Jewett and Lawrence assert, 

but there is something decidedly painful here as well—despite sacrificing time, talent, well-

being, or even life itself, the hero by his/her very nature cannot participate in the larger society. 

It is another layer of isolation, another step removed from the people he or she set out to save. 

Even if the hero is one of the people, there is still a sense of separation. Mark Poindexter puts it 

very succinctly: “The monomyth’s superhero thus appears as a subordinate caught inside the 

broken system” (58). The monomyth becomes a painful reality even for its salvific figures, and 

this pain is pervasive.  

 
The Death of the American Monomyth?  

 At what point, then, do we simply say that the American Monomyth, for all its 

pervasiveness in contemporary American culture, must be pushed aside? Is it even possible to 

cast off this framework? More importantly, should we try, particularly without an alternative to 

apply in its place? This section considers the need for and reasons why change will need to 

happen at some point in the near future. 

 

Lawrence and Jewett’s Call to Action  

 The call to action on the part of the authors who have described and studied the 

American Monomyth is as compelling as it is eloquent: 

Can it be that the technomythic portraits in radio, film, television, and comics are 

so artful that even highly sophisticated minds fail to detect the new heroic 

presences? Are the dramas of redemption so true to our most earnest hopes that 

they acquire the semblance of reality? Perhaps if the monomyth is truly alive and 

well, it reveals a side to scientific, modern man seldom imagined in the dreams of 



70 
 

reason that stirred the century in which the American nation was founded. It is 

surely appropriate now… to cope with this pervasive mythic legacy. (Jewett and 

Lawrence 197) 

The monomythic structures are so persistent and pervasive that they pass easily under our 

intellectual radar. As established in the previous sections of this chapter, perceptions of reality 

have been shaped by monomythic content and tools, right down to how we view tragedy and 

participate in our sociopolitical climate (and more). We want to know everything is going to be 

okay, ideally without any effort on our part—it’s someone else’s job to deal with it. It is a bit 

overwhelming to operate within this system, but it is equally overwhelming to consider 

dismantling it. However, that is exactly what Lawrence and Jewett are encouraging. 

 Part of this change has to happen purely because it is so potentially toxic to our existing 

political structures. Lawrence and Jewett note, in a discussion of Close Encounters of the Third 

Kind and similar films, that there is a pervasive feeling that the system is corrupt and “incapable 

of coping with reality” and that the “stupid spectator-citizens” are unable to come to their own 

defense because they are intellectually and logically ineffective (347). It is a scathing indictment, 

one we still readily consume despite the underlying message. But what may create persistence 

is that there is a nugget of truth buried within it: we want larger-than-life because we do want 

someone to step up and take on the scary or uncomfortable tasks. “The yearning for larger-

than-life figures mirrors the eternal need for leaders who will stand forth and assume lonely and 

unpopular tasks… The anti-elitist bias, expressed through the hint that anyone can become a 

superhero, embodies a respect for widely distributed human potential, a worthy democratic 

theme” (Lawrence and Jewett 358). The idea that we need people to stand up for us, and that 

they can absolutely come from among us, is not in itself problematic, but when it becomes 

distorted (as under the American Monomyth), it becomes so. 

 This would be the mythic dissonance that Lawrence and Jewett warn about. In the 

American Monomyth, there is a consistent undermining of generally held principles in the 
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American political schema: “Given its elitism, irrationalism, zealous stereotyping, and appetite 

for total solutions instead of compromise, it is difficult to find any democratic emphasis in the 

myth, except perhaps in its convention of the ordinary person who develops ordinary power” 

(Lawrence and Jewett 338). The warping taking place between what we know is our history and 

reality and what we want both of those elements to actually be is why we must break free from 

the monomythic structures that have consistently served to undermine reality and use nostalgia 

to anesthetize consumers to critical thought or active responses to real-life challenges 

(McDermott, in Lawrence and Jewett 359; Lawrence and Jewett 359). What remains after 

peeling away these layers of dissonance is a deep disturbance reflecting an atmosphere of 

dissonance, a “sinister presence” (Lawrence and Jewett 360). It is, however, harder than it 

seems to reject the monomyth and its narratives, and such a task will likely not take place in one 

fell swoop—it will likely take place through a gradual shift, a prolonged period of transition37. 

 The call is even more poignant (and urgent) as Lawrence and Jewett were writing in the 

days immediately post-9/11. They insist that new efforts in handling the monomyth and its 

consequences are essential, and they must happen on a broader scale than just within the US, 

as our monomyth has spread right along with the media content containing it (Lawrence and 

Jewett 360). The problem may be ours, but the solution must be tackled collaboratively, as other 

nations and cultures do have a stake in the outcome, as well as contributions to how we all 

arrive at that outcome; “[t]here is now a need for a global participation in evaluating such 

destructive mythical forms” (Lawrence and Jewett 360, 333). This isn’t to say that we should try 

to get rid of myths entirely (it isn’t possible), but it is incumbent upon us to try to embrace our 

democratic ideals in ridding ourselves of the un-democratic ones: 

Ultimately, the monomyth will have to be temperately reshaped by those who 

have enjoyed and fully understood its appeals. We must disregard its preference 

                                                
37 The transition is already underway, in fact. More on this later. 
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for final solutions. Above all, coping with the monomyth demands creators and 

performers who understand its political implications and resolve to give their work 

a greater resonance with the democratic ethos. (Lawrence and Jewett 361) 

The call to action has been raised, and now the question of how it will play out must be 

answered. 

 

Lang & Trimble’s Objection to the American Monomyth  

 J.S. Lang and P. Trimble also raise the call to unseat the American Monomyth. Writing 

between Jewett and Lawrence’s first book in 1977 and Lawrence and Jewett’s second book in 

2002, these authors point toward a shift already taking place at the time of their article’s 

publication in 1988. Their argument centers on the idea that Jewett and Lawrence were not 

seeing the shift and were instead positing an already dead mythology actively being 

superimposed by other frameworks: “By trying to create a formula that would encompass all 

monomythic superheroes, Jewett and Lawrence have missed understanding the true 

importance of the American monomyth. And that is: as the culture has grown and changed, the 

myth has changed. Americans have become more cynical and narcissistic and, perhaps, more 

mature” (Lang and Trimble 169-70). The creations, then, taking place within pop culture reflect a 

growing maturity that has less to do with the caped Superman than with the need for a more 

well-rounded and relatable character. 

 There may be a nugget of truth here, as they point toward the shifts taking place in 

superheroes and comic books in the 1960s (169). Superheroes largely hadn’t changed over 

time, with formulaic plot and character structures pervading comic books and other media 

forms, and the first indicator of change arrived with Stan Lee and his innovations: “Lee made 

superheroes flexible by giving them more human personalities. Where readers had come to 

expect archetypes with only one dimension, Lee insisted on giving his characters more complex 

personalities” (Lang and Trimble 165). Stan Lee’s creations demonstrate a move toward a 
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release from the jaws of the American Monomyth and a desire for relatable characters, which is 

neither unreasonable nor something totally out of character for what Lawrence and Jewett 

consistently call for in their writings. 

 Indeed, Lawrence and Jewett do note that there are some movements toward the kinds 

of three-dimensional characters that Lang and Trimble call for, and this will be discussed in the 

next section. However, as much as they astutely assert that “[d]ifferent social pressures on a 

nation create the need for different types of heroes” and that Jewett and Lawrence have 

somehow missed the point or are clinging to the negatives of the monomyth rather than 

acknowledging the potential positives (Lang and Trimble 170, 169-70), the fact that the 

American Monomyth continues to persist through the close of the twentieth and into the twenty-

first century, as demonstrated throughout Lawrence and Jewett’s 2002 work, points to it being 

more than “only… the prototype” (Lang and Trimble 170) for what may come next. 

 Change is taking place, however, which is something that both Lang and Trimble and 

Jewett and Lawrence can agree upon: “The only conclusion that can be drawn is that, as 

America and Americans have learned and matured, their conception of what a hero must be 

and their choice for a being who reflects their values and ideas have changed. The Man of 

Tomorrow, the all-purpose hero, is dead” (Lang and Trimble 172). As the song lyrics at the start 

of this chapter attest, we are not in the mood for Superman anymore—the time may have come 

to move on, and this shift is at the heart of the larger discussion in this project. 

 

Positing a Shift in the American Monomyth  

The Future of the American Monomyth  

 The question, then, must be raised: what is the future of the American Monomyth? While 

Lang and Trimble may have been writing in the intervening years between Lawrence and 

Jewett’s 1977 and 2002 publications, they do point to what may well be the beginning of a move 
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away from the American Monomyth as a dominant framework for how we perceive our heroes 

and structure our narratives. Lawrence and Jewett also saw this shift starting to happen and 

outright encouraged it—as they laid out in two different texts and as has been discussed in this 

chapter, the American Monomyth is laden with potentially destructive influences if taken to the 

extreme. A shift to something else, something potentially healthier, must happen at some point.  

 That shift may pose challenging, as the American Monomyth is well entrenched beyond 

solely popular culture materials. Jewett and Lawrence point out that it is embedded in both 

religious and academic circles. The academic sphere acknowledges it and even defends it 

“because the public is impotent to deal with tyranny and corruption,” as noted by Karp (Jewett 

and Lawrence 209). The monomythic presence may have found acceptance in the religious 

sphere because of its connectivity with biblical concepts38—“Can it be that religious sensibility 

has itself become monomythic, failing to recognize pop creeds because its understanding of the 

biblical tradition is so closely linked with the American monomyth?” (Jewett and Lawrence 206). 

Additionally, it impacts participation in our democratic processes. Although it may be appealing 

to voters to hope for the outcome of an election to result in voting in a superheroic redeemer, 

this is hardly how the system works. Some may see voting as futile in the face of what they 

have been acculturated to accept as an irredeemably inept or corrupt system, while others may 

hope to elect a savior figure and find only disappointment (Lawrence and Jewett 149). 

 However, by pushing back against a vain hope for a superheroic redeemer to fix our 

woes for us in the sociopolitical sphere, we may regain far more than anticipated: “By 

abandoning the hope for problem solvers with superpowers, we may develop the courage to 

accept our communal responsibility for those structures of family, economy, politics or religion 

that are essential for the maintenance of a humane world” (Lawrence and Jewett 85). Greater 

                                                
38 Jewett and Lawrence discuss in terms of “religion,” but the focus is largely on Christianity during their examination 
of what they term “credotainment” (Lawrence and Jewett 287) and elsewhere. An exploration of monomythic content 
in Christianity-themed pop culture or in pop culture connected to other religions would be interesting but is outside the 
scope of this project. 
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community (and community responsibility) could be created by walking away from such a mythic 

structure. Even when faced with tragic circumstances, we may have greater opportunities for 

growth, as tragedy does offer avenues for growth and greater resilience (Lawrence and Jewett 

84). 

 Lawrence and Jewett speak to this quite effectively, as they were working on their 

second book during the days immediately following the September 11th terrorist attacks. The 

mythic arc as seen in the American Monomyth was drastically unseated, as the ideas of 

superheroes, vigilantism, punishment, and redemption despite impotent infrastructure proved to 

be useless in the face of tragedy (Lawrence and Jewett 307). Indeed, the heroes of the day 

turned out to be real-world heroism on the part of passengers on Flight 93 and among the 

civilians and first responders at the Pentagon and World Trade Center (Lawrence and Jewett 

307): “The monomythic expectation about a passive, incompetent, spectator public also proved 

to be mistaken. The behavior of Americans as they coped with the terrorist attacks could have a 

greater impact in popularizing forms of democratic heroism than any work of imagination could 

achieve” (Lawrence and Jewett 362). Rather than impotence, infrastructure functioned through 

the actions of first responders, people guided each other to safety, and mutual aid agreements 

provided support that relieved overwhelmed local agencies (Lawrence and Jewett 362). 

 Their hope going forward is that such actions are not forgotten but are instead a 

demonstration of a move away from superhero saviors into something that demonstrates the 

resilience and responsibility of the people (363), particularly in the face of new challenges we 

may face. It will, they assert, require a more nuanced idea of how we handle threats and “evil”: 

Evil is not a set of apocalyptic jaws that neatly punish the wicked and spare the 

virtuous before being driven away by heroes. It is rather the perpetual tendency 

to deceive ourselves and to blunder even when we most sincerely attempt to 

avoid the catastrophes our present actions are bringing… It is time to break free 

from the violent mythology and to create and sustain appropriately democratic 
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international institutions of justice to cope with the evils that will always continue 

to arise, even the catastrophes that we ourselves sometimes cause. (Lawrence 

and Jewett 337) 

We must set aside the mindsets that exacerbate our political actions and our responses to 

potential threats; to do otherwise will continue to leave us vulnerable to even worse 

circumstances (Lawrence and Jewett 337).  

 It will take, at its core, a great deal of active participation in order to reseat the 

monomythic constructions, but passivity is becoming far less of an option, particularly in media 

offerings. Advocacy groups for various causes have begun pushing with ever-greater 

enthusiasm for more positive representation in media, and this impetus needs to carry over into 

a push for better depictions of successful democratic structures and participation as a means of 

responding to struggles and crises—and change has started to take place (Lawrence and 

Jewett 350-1). One such shift they have noted in the presentation (or lack thereof) of the 

monomyth is the existence of the SIM franchise39. The popular computer game series has 

allowed players to simulate everything from farm and building management to evolution to city 

development to guiding human lives from birth to death (and more). Lawrence and Jewett note 

that not only have these games created a similar fan following to other, more first-person-

shooter oriented games, they have also often served in instructional roles or as “the basis for 

academic competitions in creative policy analysis… It is inspiring to know that a game based on 

the democratic ethos of debate and compromise can occupy such a prominent role” (Lawrence 

and Jewett 223). 

 Change may be happening, but it will take time and effort to carefully unweave the ties 

that have long bound us—it will take “a public examination of popular materials with all the 

critical intelligence that can be mustered. There is sufficient common sense even among those 

                                                
39 The parent company, Maxis Software Inc. (now EA Maxis), started in 1987 and released the first SIM computer 
game two years later (“Maxis Software Inc. Overview”).  
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indoctrinated by the monomyth to make a careful diagnosis possible” (Lawrence and Jewett 

360). It did not arise quickly, and it cannot be removed quickly (360). The call to move forward is 

pointed but reasonable as Lawrence and Jewett push for a renewal that will only come through 

process and hard work: “Rather than yearning for a final vision that contains the whole truth, we 

must move forward through mythic sifting and renewal toward insights capable of sustaining life 

and love on a planet that seems to spin ever more fatefully” (Lawrence and Jewett 364). 

 

Proposing a New Monomythic Approach  

 Although change from the American Monomyth is (and, potentially, has been) taking 

place, the question of what may be replacing it with has yet to thoroughly reveal itself. We may 

be waiting for a completely new mythological framework to emerge, but what it is we still do not 

know. The technomythic possibilities that have emerged in the last few years, including virtual 

and augmented reality, could very well cultivate a new framework, as could the explosion of 

immersive personalization and customization available in all facets of daily life. 

 In the meantime, however, a bridge has begun to emerge from the fog. I propose that we 

are currently in a period of transition, a midpoint that will potentially carry us from the American 

Monomyth on one bank to whatever awaits us on the other side. Lang and Trimble hinted at the 

idea of transition when they noted a growing cynicism among Americans and the need for a pop 

culture mythology that responds to and accommodates that perspective, and they acknowledge 

a need for evolution (170). “To quote Salvatore Mondello, ‘Superman came to us in a period of 

consensus; Spider-Man had to find consensus in an era of conflict.’ This is key” (Lang and 

Trimble 170). Times have changed; our heroes are in the process of changing as well.  

 As of this writing, the American Monomyth still has a firm hold on many features of our 

storytelling. Movies, comic books, and television shows promoting major elements of the 

monomythic structure, whether they feature actual superheroes or not, continue to be 

enormously popular. But the nature of these heroes has begun to change. Our two-dimensional 
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heroes have started to become three-dimensional protagonists, and Eden has begun to lose its 

luster as settings become more real and less idyllic. The transitional monomyth has begun—but 

what is it, exactly? 

 Lang and Trimble, in their article, posit the emergence of what they term the “Marvel 

mythology,” in which “the hero is often alienated from the community, fearsome, misshapen, or 

sometimes only misunderstood… In the new myth, the redeemed society does not recognize 

the redeemer as a hero but instead frequently thinks of him as a menace” (Lang and Trimble 

166). This idea retains the “regeneration through violence” concept (166) and incorporates 

“human frailties” that allows the hero to be all the more impressive when they “perform an heroic 

act” (167). They argue for greater ambiguities and a process of “progressive demythification” 

(167) that allows for these ambiguities to “reflect a complex society’s anxiety about direct action” 

(169). 

 While I agree that the more nuanced hero (or heroine) allows for a better reflection of the 

attitudes and anxieties of the larger society, I disagree that we are demythifying. Instead, our 

pop culture products are moving toward mythic heroes that are the aspiration figures we 

currently seek. Frailties and ambiguities do make for a more nuanced and reflective character, 

but they also serve to create a more relatable character. While Lang and Trimble do touch on 

the role of the populace (166-7) and on the idea of a moral center (171, in reference to 

Superman’s adoptive parents), their focus is on the shift of the hero from infallible and unfailing 

to a less rigid, less understanding, less indestructible figure (171+, using the 50th anniversary 

DC reboot of Superman as an example). Superman can now be cynical, be frustrated, and be 

stuck navigating the more realistic shades of grey his readers must deal with as well (171), and 

this is indeed a shift taking place beyond the caped heroes of the comics pages. I agree with 

Lang and Trimble that the nature of the hero has been and is changing, with the origins of that 

change beginning in the 1960s, and that the hero can participate a little more in their society as 

long as they can blend in as the rebooted Clark Kent does (171), although I argue that there is 
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still a painful liminality in play. There is still a monomythic structure—we are not quite ready to 

forsake it entirely, as Lang and Trimble themselves admit (167)—but that structure is evolving, 

something that Lang and Trimble also support, even if they are not entirely supporting it 

operating in a truly mythic sense (170). Additionally, they note that “[t]he only conclusion that 

can be drawn is that, as America and Americans have learned and matured, their conception of 

what a hero must be and their choice for a being who reflects their values and ideals have 

changed” (172).  

 Building on these ideas, I propose that what I am calling the Transitional Monomyth has 

arisen to gradually take the place of the American Monomyth. The Transitional Monomyth offers 

many of the same features seen in both the Cambellian and American monomyths, while 

acknowledging the ways in which the overarching monomythic narrative structure has begun 

changing, some of which were first conceived of by Lang and Trimble. This section will detail the 

features of the Transitional Monomyth as I propose it, present its three corollaries, and discuss 

how it will be applied to the webcomic Girl Genius as a case study. 

 

The Transitional Monomyth  

 While the American Monomyth still has a presence, it has certainly relaxed its grip over 

time. Superhero movies and television shows are still produced and popular, as are shows with 

monomythic-style heroes (sans capes). However, we are increasingly seeing superheroes that 

speak to what Lang and Trimble were indicating: a growing desire for more relatable 

protagonists. Instead of the flawless Man of Steel, our heroes offer imperfections—and often 

admit to it. The success of The Watchmen or Deadpool point to a willingness, perhaps even a 

definitive desire, for heroes who only fly above us physically rather than morally. Granted, 

superheroic comics, movies, and television shows remain popular (Wonder Woman and 

Aquaman are both getting the film treatment, and Supergirl currently has a television series), but 
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these heroes are finding that they have some competition in questionably-good heroes like 

those seen in Guardians of the Galaxy. 

 Even beyond the realm of capes and Spandex, protagonists are increasingly eschewing 

abstinent vigilantism for different operating schema. Current and recent television series offer 

plentiful examples. The morally ambiguous, eponymous main character of the series House, 

MD was far from the restrained, in-but-not-of the world hero of the American Monomyth. His 

rejection of policies and procedures in order to save the day could certainly be read as medical 

vigilantism; however, his entrenchment in both the medical world and in the world of his own 

temptations (or demons, depending on how one chooses to read the series) keeps him from 

completely wearing the outsider’s white hat we have become so used to seeing—he lacks the 

“purity of his motivations [that] ensures moral infallibility in judging persons and situations” 

(Jewett and Lawrence 195-6). Yet despite his decided fallibility, he remained popular through 

the run of the show. Dr. Gregory House retained some features of the American Monomyth, yet 

his behavior pointed toward a palpable shift in how we think of heroes. 

 Another equally palpable example comes from the currently-airing NCIS, a police 

procedural-style show which centers on a team of Naval investigators. While the program 

features an ensemble-style cast, the team leader, Agent Gibbs, offers another example of a 

flawed, more relatable protagonist. His role as the lead agent places him in a supervisory 

position. This alone is unheard of in the solo hero framework of the American Monomyth—

Gibbs has a position of responsibility in a team setting, rather than being some lone wolf 

handling problems on his own in a relatively free-wheeling style. Being part of a Federal agency 

also curbs, to some extent40, the violent vigilantism expected of the male manifestation of the 

                                                
40 Loyal viewers will note that Gibbs does sometimes stretch the bounds of acceptable agent behavior, and viewers of 
other, earlier police procedurals will also note that attachment to an official government entity does not necessarily 
equate to less vigilantism (the protagonists of Law & Order: SVU are an excellent example of at-times vigilante 
techniques definitely not in keeping with standard police protocol). However, as noted earlier, this is a period of 
transition, not a total break, from the American Monomyth. It will not be a total change—at least, not at this point in 
time. 
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American Monomythic hero, although it does reflect the “selfless zeal for justice” seen in that 

framework (Jewett and Lawrence 195). Gibbs, however, like House, offers a protagonist with 

deep flaws. Over the many seasons of the program, his deeply troubled past is revealed to his 

team and to the audience; he continually battles his own demons while resisting the various 

temptations arising from them. Additionally, as a member of a team, he cannot fully retreat at 

the end of the episode or story arc. Instead, he may fall back to a place of seclusion, only to 

return the next time a dead Naval officer or Marine is found in Rock Creek Park41. Gibbs seems, 

on cursory glance, to be a prime example of the transitional period in which we find ourselves. 

 Enter the Transitional Monomyth. This framework builds upon the original American 

Monomyth structure offered by Lawrence and Jewett as an acknowledgment that we are, in our 

pop culture and our preferences, still largely in thrall to many of the elements present in the 

American Monomyth. While I provide a more complete elaboration below, for the purposes of 

quick reference, I have provided a side-by-side comparison between the American and 

Transitional Monomyths, similar to the one provided at the beginning of the chapter for the 

Campbellian and American Monomyths:   

  

                                                
41 This park is the dumping ground of choice disturbingly often in this program. 
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American Monomyth Transitional Monomyth 

A community in a harmonious paradise is 
threatened by evil:  

A community finds itself under threat by an 
antagonistic force: 

normal institutions fail to contend with this 
threat: 

normal institutions either find themselves 
incapable of handling the threat or unable 
to fully do so without assistance:  

a selfless superhero emerges  a protagonist emerges from outside the 
community  

to renounce temptations and carry out the 
redemptive task: 

to battle with temptations and carry out the 
redemptive task  

 despite the presence of institutionally-
based challenges, 

aided by fate, finding aid through various means, 
conventional and not, 

his decisive victory restores the community 
to its paradisal condition: 

his victory removes the antagonistic force: 

the superhero then recedes into obscurity the protagonist then falls back to a retreat or 
state of (temporary) seclusion 

Figure 2: A Side-by-Side Comparison of the American and Transitional Monomyths (Note: Italics in original, 
bolding mine.) 

On the surface, there appears to be a great deal of similarity between the two. However, just as 

the American Monomyth differed in some key places from the Campbellian, so too does the 

Transitional Monomyth from the American:  

A community finds itself under threat by an antagonistic force; normal 

institutions either find themselves incapable of handling the threat or unable to 

fully do so without assistance; a hero emerges from outside the community 

to battle with temptations and carry out the redemptive task despite the 

presence of institutionally-based challenges; finding aid through various 

means, conventional and not, his victory removes the antagonistic force; the 

hero then falls back to a retreat or state of (temporary) seclusion. 

 Many of the features are familiar ones. There is still an imperiled community, but Eden is 

nowhere to be found. Frequently, I assert, the setting is typically more realistic and less idyllic—

certainly the settings for House MD, NCIS, or The Walking Dead are far from the (sub)urban 

paradise so often afflicted with evil. The community and its infrastructures are also not 

automatically inept or corrupt; instead, there is a lack or insufficiency in the handling the threat. 



83 
 

The infrastructure may not be up to the task, or it may just not be able to tackle it by itself, and 

there is always the potential that it resists the help the protagonist offers, but in the long run, the 

setting and its institutions are not the obstacle or even another opponent so often seen in 

standard American monomythic narratives (see Death Wish or Jaws as examples of ineptitude 

or obstruction). 

 Similarly, rather than couch it as a battle between the familiar absolutes of good and evil, 

the Transitional Monomyth instead considers it as one between the protagonist and the 

antagonist, a phrasing that allows, in particular for the “hero,” greater leeway to be more 

relatable42. The protagonist can, in this construction, have flaws and other characteristics 

allowing for him or her to be more well-rounded as a character and more relatable to an 

audience. The protagonist still emerges from an outsider position, which is not much of a 

change from the American Monomyth, but the “outsider” status can be (and is) interpreted in a 

more flexible manner in the Transitional Monomyth—atypical origins may be the case, as could 

simply not being part of the “in crowd.” The protagonist is, quite often, just not part of the 

mainstream in some way. Similarly, rather than ride off into the sunset (literally or 

metaphorically) after the task is completed, the protagonist now has the option to fall back to a 

retreat point or a period of seclusion. This feature grows out of the increased serialization and 

long-running story arcs present in film, television, and comics. Starlord will return in Guardians 

of the Galaxy Vol. 2, Rick will be back to slay zombies in The Walking Dead, and Gibbs will 

again investigate yet another dead body or terrorist attack in NCIS. The retreat point allows the 

protagonist time to regroup (which is not just a good marker for the end of an episode or story 

arc but also something very relatable to the audience) in preparation for the next challenge. 

 That the temporary retreat is born out of serialization is interesting, particularly as the 

early days of radio serialization were responsible for the codification of renunciation in the 

                                                
42 It allows greater relatability for the antagonist as well. More on this later. 
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American monomythic hero. Adherence to renunciation is not present, however, in the 

Transitional Monomyth. Instead, the protagonist battles temptation, something deeply relatable 

for the audience. Rather than espouse an abstemious lifestyle, the protagonist has to handle the 

same or similar temptations and trials that his or her audience might, which again makes for a 

more relatable heroic figure. They will struggle and potentially fail—and that is something that 

everyone in the audience can understand. 

 Similarly, rather than be aided by fate, the protagonist in the Transitional Monomyth 

receives aid from a variety of sources. Where Agent Gibbs is concerned, this aid comes from 

his fellow agents. For Dr. House, it is the other doctors on his diagnostic team. The kinds and 

sources of aid may well vary, but assistance is not left up to a nebulous sense of “fate” as the 

story progresses. In this way, it may even be closer to the Campbellian concept, which allows 

for “fabulous forces” in a world of “supernatural wonder.” The aid may not be supernatural, but it 

is present in a way that is only seen in rather limited ways in the American Monomyth. 

Permanent, effectual secondary characters are more robust than the sidekicks seen in 

Westerns on film and television, where these characters are often rather cardboard in nature, 

with no purpose but to support the hero’s narrative (or die to advance the plot43). 

 The plot, however, does advance, and the protagonist saves the day, but not in the 

same way as before. Under the Transitional Monomyth, the protagonist is not restoring Eden 

through an act of salvation but just removing the immediate threat. The victory may not be as 

decisive either: in episodic structures, it may well be that the day is saved… for now. And this is, 

in its own way, more realistic. There is no flawless Eden to return to; instead, it is a respite from 

significant threat for another day (or week, or however long it takes to produce the movie’s 

sequel). But the threat is indeed over. 

 

                                                
43 Star Trek’s “red shirts” and their rather brief, tragic on-screen lives come immediately to mind as two-dimensional 
plot-advancers. They would be missed if we could ever remember their names.  
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Corollaries  

 Certain corollaries exist within the Transitional Monomyth to account for or better define 

differing features present in the framework. I propose three main corollaries to the larger 

framework, while acknowledging that additional elements may well be possible (and likely) as 

further exploration takes place. 

 

Corollary #1: The protagonist and antagonist both must be relatable to the audience. 

The protagonist must be realistically flawed, but not to such a degree that his/her 

heroic selection comes into question. The tendency toward virtuous violence may 

remain, as does the disdain for conventional authorities and institutions, but the 

hero now feels more human, more relatable, rather than an aspiration figure placed 

at a remove. 

 

The antagonist must have features that would serve to make him/her more 

relatable, features which usually manifest as motivations that force the audience 

into reflection if not sympathy or understanding. The simple strawman antagonist 

still has a satisfying place in this transition period, but larger-scale antagonists 

succeed as characters when their actions can be understood or at least considered 

plausible by the audience. 

  

 Gone are the days of two-dimensional characters in both the hero and villain slots. At 

this point in time, audiences expect both the protagonist and antagonist to be more relatable 

throughout. The flaws are part of the appeal: we can now see ourselves more fully in the “hero,” 
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and we can understand the motivations of the “villain,” even if we would never undertake them 

ourselves44. 

 

Corollary #2: Pure good and pure evil do still exist, but their extremity must be even 

more marked than before.  

The concept of pure good and pure evil do still remain, but they manifest in different 

ways. Entities that are purely good (above reproach or without the flaws that would 

preclude (super)heroic status) are discounted as unreal, as relics from a different 

time—the archetypal American monomythic era. 

 

Pure evil (lacking any sort of relatable motivations that might otherwise mitigate a 

revulsive response) also exists, but, unlike in Lawrence and Jewett’s conception 

of the monomyth, evil can become an intangible entity/concept that either works 

as a nebulous oppressive force or through proxies. Pure evil must have passed 

the point of no return, what TVTropes.org45 refers to as the “Moral Event Horizon,” 

a point at which there is, realistically, no possible redemption for the acts 

committed. 

 

 The presence of relatable protagonists and antagonists does not, however, totally 

negate the presence of pure good and pure evil, but these are generally relegated to the fringes 

of the narrative, often as objects of either mythic aspiration or as objects of absolute nightmares. 

                                                
44 The “Harper Dearing” storyline in NCIS during season 9 and concluding in season 10 remains a particularly 
poignant example: the audience would never lash out as he did in a series of terrorist attacks against the US Navy, 
but they do understand why he was driven to revenge. 

 
45 The “Moral Event Horizon” is a point of no return that surfaces in various pop culture narratives; the closest concept 
I can connect it to in religious studies or literary studies would be the idea of perdition, but that has very specific 
religious connections that may not be advisable to raise here due to potential additional complications 
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They are rendered unreal, concepts too awesome to be of this world or too terrifying to imagine, 

and thus end up also relegated to the fringes of the mind (as much as is possible, anyway). 

 

Corollary #3: The grounded center in the pop culture artifact is located in secondary, 

rather than primary, characters. 

As the hero becomes more realistically depicted (read: flawed), the need for a 

grounded center that often acts as a moral or ethical bulwark does not diminish. 

The center instead shifts to peripheral characters who serve in a guiding and 

supportive role to various degrees. While this is not a recent phenomenon in 

popular culture, it has started to gain greater prominence. These characters often 

also have the strongest handle on the situation and on the bigger picture in play. 

They may or may not be subject to similar qualities as the monomythic hero, but 

they do tend to operate in their own spheres rather proficiently. 

 

 As the hero is no longer the sole arbiter of morality in the troubled landscape of the 

narrative, the grounded center must now be relocated. Secondary characters often serve as the 

protagonist’s anchor points, offering the guidance and support that a lone wolf hero in the 

American Monomyth would have seen as a distraction or temptation. This not only serves to 

keep the protagonist grounded, it also gives the secondary or supporting characters a greater 

role and a more well-rounded presentation.  
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From Theory to Application  

 This project will use the webcomic Girl Genius as a case study in the Transitional 

Monomyth. As established in the introductory chapter, the protagonist Agatha Heterodyne, her 

co-protagonists Gil Wulfenbach and Tarvek Sturmvoraus, the chief antagonist Baron 

Wulfenbach, and a slew of secondary and tertiary characters all challenge, in various ways, 

American monomythic conceptions of heroes, villains, sidekicks, and bystanders. I submit that 

Agatha is the newly minted Transitional monomythic hero, and the storyline present in Girl 

Genius offers a fertile testing ground for this move away from the American Monomyth into new 

worlds of storytelling. 

 

Conclusion  

 While the American Monomyth has long had a presence in American popular culture, 

reaching back to the early captivity narratives of the Puritan era and flourishing in the early 20th 

century (and beyond), its weaknesses and problematic features require a call for change. While 

consumers and scholars alike wait for whatever the replacement myth will be, a period of 

transition is already taking place, and with it comes its own framework that is guiding and 

shaping this interim period, a framework I am calling the Transitional Monomyth. 

 The following chapters will apply and evaluate the core of this new monomythic 

framework and each corollary in turn as they relate to Girl Genius, finishing with a conclusion 

that considers the overall effect and viability of the Transitional Monomyth in contemporary 

American popular culture, along with additional avenues of potential exploration. 
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46 

Chapter Three: Myth in Motion 

                                                
46 I.7.11 
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Introduction 

 At this point in the project, it may help to begin this chapter with a bit of a disclaimer. 

While establishing a new monomythic framework is, at this point in time, essential, this is not to 

say that the American Monomyth has been completely negated or unseated. Its presence is still 

strong, woven throughout American pop culture, just as the Campbellian Monomyth retains its 

own influence on cultural products as well. It may be helpful to consider the Campbellian 

Monomyth as marked by “maturation,” the American Monomyth by “salvation,” and the 

Transitional Monomyth by “adaptation”—while the Campbellian is about the hero’s development 

and the American is about the hero’s capacity for redeeming the imperiled, the Transitional is 

about changing to meet the needs and perceptions of a society that may well be losing its taste 

for the virtuous, abstemious heroes of yesterday (even if “yesterday” might be a program that 

just aired five minutes ago). 

 “New” monomythic structures build on, evolve from, and blend into and with what 

preceded them. While the Transitional Monomyth may be new, it retains a strong connection to 

what came before, building on and responding to the American Monomyth and its features. “[It] 

ultimately manages to install and reinforce as much as undermine and subvert the conventions 

and presuppositions it appears to challenge” (Hutcheon, in Kipniss 161). While this is 

Hutcheon’s definition of postmodernism, there may be some value in applying it to the 

Transitional Monomyth: while there is a need to break away from the trappings and effects of 

the American Monomyth, which the Transitional Monomyth does, there also remains a very real 

connection to certain elements. Not every quality will be immediately questioned, nor will certain 

elements completely disappear. However, change is, and has been, happening. To demonstrate 

the changes in action, this chapter will present the core of the Transitional Monomyth and apply 

it to the overarching storyline of the webcomic Girl Genius as a case study, using strips sourced 

from the comic’s archives. This webcomic, however, is far from the only example present in 

American popular culture; examples can be found on television in police procedurals such as 
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NCIS or other dramas such as House MD; in films featuring anti-heroes and flawed 

superheroes, such as Deadpool or Guardians of the Galaxy; or in other new media 

programming, such as the web-based series Dr. Horrible’s Sing-Along Blog. However, for the 

sake of focus, Girl Genius will be the sole pop culture product under discussion in this project. 

 

“When last we saw our hero…”: A Brief Recap of the Transitional Monomyth  

 Rather than be a complete break from the American Monomyth, the Transitional 

Monomyth proceeds in many ways from the elements seen in earlier monomythic structures that 

are pervasive within American culture—it retains the idea of an outsider protagonist who 

struggles against various obstacles in order to perform a redemptive task, then leaves the 

community. Similar to the Campbellian Monomyth, the protagonists of the Transitional 

Monomyth are not necessarily in the “selfless superhero” box, nor are they complete 

renunciants. As with the American Monomyth, however, the protagonist of the Transitional 

Monomyth begins his or her task because a community is in dire need of assistance, but this 

community is not specified as paradisal, and once the antagonistic force is handled, the 

protagonist falls back to a point of retreat—but not necessarily total or permanent withdrawal 

from the community. 

 The Transitional Monomyth, then, allows for what I would argue is a more realistic, more 

contemporary version of the myth. Rather than an unsmirched hero or heroine abstemiously 

rejecting the temptations of the flesh (or of the flask, or of other sorts), the protagonist is allowed 

to be flawed, to be tempted, and yes, even to fail in this regard at times. Likewise, the 

protagonist also has greater leave to have personal connections. Rather than a solitary 

existence with few, if any, permanent connections beyond largely two-dimensional sidekicks, he 

or she has “permission” under this new monomythic structure to cultivate relationships47 

                                                
47 This also allows for more well-rounded, relatable sidekicks/secondary characters, individuals with lives, ideas, and 
preferences of their own beyond “I’d really rather not die as I assist the hero in his/her tasks.” 
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(although, in many artifacts that could be considered Transitional Monomythic productions, deep 

interpersonal relationships are still a bit of a challenge). Although it is still often the lifestyle of 

choice, under the Transitional Monomyth, there is no prohibition on interpersonal connection, 

and such connections do not automatically end badly, as Lawrence and Jewett note was often 

the case with the love interests of American monomythic heroes. 

 Similarly, there is no Eden, and while this bald statement may seem a little depressing, it 

is also freeing—the community in need is just that: a community in need. The pressure to return 

to a nostalgic ideal is greatly reduced48. In addition to a more plausible setting, the institutional 

infrastructure is not reduced to a corrupt or incompetent morass that appears solely to block the 

actions of the protagonist. Instead, the protagonist’s actions are more in support of, or at least in 

alignment with, the existing institutions, although there is still the potential for butting up against 

difficult or constraining aspects of the infrastructure. Structure is, after all, confining, and saving 

the day may still require challenging the status quo at times. 

 “Saving the day” is still very much a retained feature of the American Monomyth, though. 

While the public does not have to be as passive as in the American Monomyth, there is still a 

deeply-rooted desire to be saved by an intervening force, and the language of redemption, 

saving, salvation, and savior are still present, if not explicitly stated as such. There may be more 

activity on the part of the imperiled populace under the Transitional monomythic framework, and 

in the case of some members of the populace in Girl Genius, there certainly is, but on the 

whole, there remains something appealing about waiting and hoping for someone to swoop in 

and make it all better49. 

                                                
48 Completely escaping nostalgia is never truly possible, but any move away from the obscurant desire for such a 
place and time, however small it is, is likely a positive one. 

 
49 This could speak to a very basic human need for soothing and security during difficult times, or it could speak to the 
persistence of Christian themes embedded in larger American culture and in American civil religion. Either way, both 
are, at the moment, outside the scope of this particular project. 
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 Before wrapping up the overview of the changes in and continuing on with the 

application of the Transitional Monomyth, it might be helpful to see all three monomythic 

frameworks, the Campbellian, the American, and the Transitional, side-by-side for quick 

reference. The content in the first two columns is drawn from Lawrence and Jewett (emphasis in 

original), while the content in the third column is what I suggest as the next stage in monomythic 

development. 

  

Campbellian Monomyth American Monomyth Transitional Monomyth 

 
A community in a 
harmonious paradise is 
threatened by evil:  

A community finds itself 
under threat by an 
antagonistic force: 

 
normal institutions fail to 
contend with this threat: 

normal institutions either find 
themselves incapable of 
handling the threat or 
unable to fully do so 
without assistance:  

A hero ventures forth from 
the world of common day 

a selfless superhero 
emerges  

a protagonist emerges from 
outside the community  

into a region of supernatural 
wonder: 

to renounce temptations 
and carry out the redemptive 
task: 

to battle with temptations 
and carry out the redemptive 
task  

  
despite the presence of 
institutionally-based 
challenges, 

fabulous forces are there 
encountered and a decisive 
victory is won: 

aided by fate, 
finding aid through various 
means, conventional and not, 

his decisive victory restores 
the community to its 
paradisal condition: 

his victory removes the 
antagonistic force: 

the hero comes back from 
this mysterious adventure 
with the power to bestow 
boons on his fellow man. 

the superhero then recedes 
into obscurity 

the protagonist then falls 
back to a retreat or state of 
(temporary) seclusion 

Figure 3: A Side-by-Side Comparison of the Classical, American, and Transitional Monomyths (Note: Italics in 
original, bolding mine.) 
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“Sparks like to hear themselves talk”50: A Recap of Girl Genius  

 Girl Genius received a very brief overview during the introductory chapter, but as the rest 

of the project hinges on it, I believe it is worth discussing it in slightly greater depth here, with 

more exposition provided as the analysis progresses. At its most basic, Girl Genius is a 

bildungsroman describing the journey of Agatha Clay not only maturing into a young adult but 

also into Agatha Heterodyne, heiress to one of the Great Houses of Europa. But this 

bildungsroman offers characters and settings that challenge existing monomythic structures, 

operating instead in keeping with the proposed Transitional Monomyth and its corollaries. 

 This steampunk webcomic takes place in a Victorian-esque time period, in a region 

called Europa, which is roughly equivalent to Europe. Indeed, while cities, towns, and rulers are 

usually fabricated, many major locations referenced are actual places (England, Paris, 

Stockholm), as are certain notable historical figures (Van Rijn—better known as Rembrandt), 

and the language of choice in Europa is Germanic in nature, as noted by the frequent use of 

“Herr” as a means of address and a vaguely Germanic accent present in some inhabitants. The 

citizens may be part of major city-states run by a local ruling family, but the titular head is Baron 

Wulfenbach, and his word, where Europa is concerned, is law. It is this world in which the 

protagonists and antagonists collide, a world populated by main and secondary characters often 

beyond description. For the sake of this project, however, it may be useful to make an attempt. 

 

Some Useful Definitions  

 Construct, Clanks, Smoke Knight, Spark—the created world of Girl Genius offers 

interesting terminology worth defining here, and other terms will be addressed as they arise in 

the larger discussion. Constructs are “Frankenstein-type monsters” or “organic creations” of 

                                                
50 Girl Genius, II.3.119 
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various kinds (Foglio and Foglio, “Glossary”); while some may be monsters in 

the typical sense of ravening, destructive entities hell-bent on murder and 

mayhem, constructs in the Girl Genius world often serve as aides to 

governmental entities or as military commanders, or they live out very normal 

(such as it is in this universe) lives like everyone else. Adam, Lilith, and Krosp 

are constructs of note in the series. 

Clank, simply put, is an in-world term for robots, although clanks do 

seem to have far more variety than the stereotypical sci-fi robot. The creators of Girl Genius 

note in their Glossary that clanks are “robots, autonomous mechanical devices, usually, but not 

necessarily, somewhat anthropoid” (Foglio and Foglio, “Glossary”). Clanks seen in the storyline 

run the gamut in terms of purpose, design, and size, from as small as Agatha’s little clockwork 

clanks (I.3.42) to as large as Mr. Tock, guardian of the university in Beetleburg (I.1.10). 

Smoke Knights are hereditary bodyguards 

and assassins attached to the House of 

Sturmvoraus. The most prominent one in the main 

storyline is Violetta Mondarev, who is sworn to 

defend Prince Tarvek Sturmvoraus. Tarvek 

explains the system: “It’s not like she has much 

choice. She’s my cousin. Her branch of the family 

has served mine for generations” (I.8.100). Violetta has, since birth, been sworn to protect her 

cousin, whether she likes it or not (this strip, among others, makes it clear that she’s not exactly 

thrilled about the situation). However, Violetta does her duty faithfully, even serving to influence 

the larger story arc at times. 

 Possibly the most significant term used in the Girl Genius universe is Spark. “Spark” 

refers both to someone with a particular gift, often science- or engineering-related, and to the 

Image 1: I.3.42 

Image 2: I.8.100 
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gift itself. According to the “Hopefully Unnecessary Glossary” on the site, a Spark is someone 

who has “The Spark,” which is 

whatever it is that makes Mad Scientists what they are. A poorly understood 

concept that identifies and incorporates a batch of personality traits shared by 

those who have it. Also referred to as the Gift, the Touch, the Curse, the 

Madness, the Doom, &c. Also referred to as his or her Spark, in this case a 

personal quality. Also used as another term for a Mad Scientist--you would say 

that someone is a Spark if they have the Spark. (Foglio and Foglio, “Glossary”) 

The Spark is often viewed with grudging admiration, caution, or 

outright suspicion, as it can be a wonderfully positive or terrifyingly 

destructive thing. One character, a close advisor to the Baron (who is 

himself a Spark), refers to them as “blasted, lunatic, scheming, 

unpredictable Sparks” (I.11.91)! Clearly, feelings about Sparks and 

their Sparkiness are often mixed at best. 

 While “The Gifted” may be a polite term, “Madboys/Madgirls” 

is less so and clearly communicates the decidedly less positive light 

in which such possessors of the Spark are viewed (Foglio and Foglio, “Glossary”). The Spark is 

not a universal quality but can be hereditary or by chance; for those with the Spark, breaking 

through (the emergence of the Spark) (Foglio and Foglio, “Glossary”) can happen at different 

ages for different people, and it can happen to different degrees, as demonstrated in an 

exchange Agatha has with the leaders of a traveling theatrical troupe that has taken her in. After 

eliminating a threat to the troupe, Agatha makes a pointed observation about who—and what—

they are.  

 In witnessing their less successful (but rather creative) attempts to stave off a dangerous 

entity attacking the camp, Agatha steps in with her superior firepower, defeats the attacker, and 

then makes the observation: “Well. This explains a lot. You’re all Sparks. Aren’t you?” (I.4.88). 

Image 3: I.4.90b 
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Agatha’s read of the situation is close, but not fully accurate, as both the Countess and Master 

Payne describe: “Several of us are—but not all of us. Those of us who are Sparks—aren’t 

necessarily that good at it” (I.4.90b). 

The Countess’ assessment is seconded 

by her husband, Master Payne. He 

notes that there is an inherent danger in 

being a Spark, especially when the 

individual is not a particularly powerful 

one:  

What about someone 

really brilliant, but born 

into a poor village? 

Without any education, 

what can they do? And 

there are… varying degrees of talent. The worst off are those with just enough 

talent that people say ‘ah, a Spark’—but with little power to protect themselves. 

That is what you will find here… We’re just players in a show, and so we are able 

to hide in plain sight. Even from the Baron. (I.4.90c) 

To be a Spark is to be both threat and threatening, a constant liminal space. Lang and Trimble, 

in noting a break from the American Monomyth, observe that “the redeemed society does not 

recognize the redeemer as a hero but instead thinks of him as a menace. He is freakish, 

different, outside society—and therefore dangerous” (166). Sparks may not always be 

redeemers or even heroes (and are frequently far from either role, as the circus performers 

demonstrate), but they certainly count as markedly different and dangerous. For Agatha and for 

the audience, Master Payne’s Circus is an eye-opening experience, a very clear demonstration 

of what it means to be one of the Gifted, something that becomes a theme running throughout 

Image 4: I.4.90c 
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the storyline. Sparks, particularly ones like Agatha, are in a perilous state, admired for what they 

are able to accomplish but also feared for what they could potentially do with their talents. 

 

The Protagonists  

 The main protagonist, as noted earlier in this project, is Agatha Clay, later revealed to be 

Agatha Heterodyne. Agatha begins the story as an eighteen-year-old failing college student 

being raised by her guardians Adam and Lilith. A surprise encounter with some wandering 

mercenaries, and then with Baron Wulfenbach, unifier and leader of Europa, starts Agatha on a 

journey that leads her to the discovery that she is not only a Spark, a preternaturally gifted 

individual, but also the last of the Heterodynes of Mechanicsburg, a powerful ruling family with a 

complex, often dark history. Her father and uncle, long since vanished, redeemed the family 

name from its centuries of villainy and are heralded as heroes par excellence throughout 

Europa. Agatha must now reclaim her family name, her town, and her castle and save her 

people, all while besieged by those who would destroy her and her family. Agatha’s primary 

threat is the Baron, who sees her as following in her family’s less-than-stellar footsteps, 

including those of her mother, a woman perceived by many to be a diabolical genius bent on 

dominating the Empire through mind control. Her mother’s followers have also launched attacks 

on Agatha, including attempts at controlling Agatha’s mind as well. 

 On this journey to save Mechanicsburg and establish herself as the head of her House, 

Agatha is joined by Gilgamesh Wulfenbach (Gil) and Tarvek Sturmvoraus, members of two rival 

houses, secondary protagonists, and frontrunners for Agatha’s affection. She is supported by 

friends and defenders she meets along the way, including Zeetha, a princess from a lost 

Amazonian tribe; Violetta, the Smoke Knight mentioned in the previous section; Krosp, a 

construct also mentioned earlier; and the Jägermonsters, a group of mercenaries loyal to the 

Heterodynes for centuries. 
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The Antagonists 

 Grudging 

admiration coupled with 

general distrust certainly 

fits the public perception 

of Baron Wulfenbach, 

another Spark and the 

immediate and central 

antagonist where Agatha 

is concerned. The Baron ended the Great War and has kept Europa unified for the better part of 

twenty years as of the start of the storyline, and his goal, even at great personal sacrifice, is to 

keep it that way. In a rare moment of candor, the Baron reveals to a captive that “politics always 

annoyed me” and states outright that he has given up quite a bit for the sake of maintaining 

stability51 (I.3.7). His sole motive is keeping the peace in the Empire and eradicating any 

potential threats. He sees Agatha and her family line, especially her matrilineal line, as a 

particularly distinct threat to the Pax Europa, and his goal as the story progresses is to capture 

Agatha, study her, and, eventually, eliminate her (I.11.63) as the threat he perceives her to be. 

While other, smaller-scale antagonists arise at various points and provide conflict that Agatha 

must encounter as part of the larger storyline, the Baron remains the chief blockade to her 

achieving her goals: re-establish the House of Heterodyne and protect (then free) her people. 

 While a protagonist and antagonist are generally enough to set a story in motion, where 

both the American and Transitional Monomyths are concerned, there needs to be a catalytic 

moment, something that starts the action and necessitates a protagonist saving the day. In this 

                                                
51 The Baron’s internal struggle to preserve peace and unity at any cost help him to retain his role as the relatable 
antagonist, although he does have moments that move him perilously close to a moral point of no return. More on this 
in chapter 4 as we explore Corollary #1. 

Image 5: I.3.7 
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case, the catalyst is less the Baron than The Other, a malevolent entity making a comeback in 

Europa. The Other is bent on conquering the land and its populace through mind control, and 

The Other’s minions have, at the start of the storyline, become more active, spreading The 

Other’s tools and influence throughout the land. The added twist: The Other is believed to be 

Agatha’s mother, Lucrezia Mongfish. Lucrezia, having disappeared nearly two decades before 

the story begins, was and is largely regarded as a particularly strong Spark and, despite only 

being presented in flashbacks, has a pervasive reach. While other imperilments can and do 

arise, the influence of The Other serves as a catalyst for establishing a community in peril, and 

the Baron, synecdochic for the governing institutions of the land, is struggling to contain her 

influence—which, as the story reveals, even reaches onto his own airship. 

 

A Brief Note on Numbering and Citations   

 For the sake of this chapter (and the rest of the project as a whole), all strips or strip 

excerpts will be cited with the act number, volume/book number, and page number, where 

available. All authors are assumed to be Foglio and Foglio, unless otherwise noted. The images 

used earlier in this chapter are good examples; the excerpt from the strip in which Master Payne 

explains the peril of/for Sparks is drawn from Act I, Vol. 4, Page 90c52. Captions and in-text 

references are labeled in keeping with this convention, one similar to that used in discussing 

dramatic works. The Works Cited pages will use a basic, overarching citation for the webcomic 

as a whole, then provide a list of strips below. While this is not strictly in keeping with MLA 

standard, I would hope that some departure will be permissible, as a full MLA citation for each 

strip used or referenced would doubtless create a citation page longer than the actual project 

itself. 

                                                
52 It is worth noting that the mini-arc that the Master Payne strip is part of lacks thorough numbering—there are six 
strips between pages 90 and 91. Hence the added letter after the page number. There are a few other instances in 
the archives where numbering does not exist; I have attempted to keep this convention where possible, and where it 
has not been possible, I will present and explain any deviations. 
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Feature #1: A community finds itself under threat by an antagonistic force. 

 In the almost-fifteen years that Girl Genius has been running online, the story features a 

few major points that could be considered community-in-peril situations acting as a catalyst for 

protagonistic action, thereby fitting this feature of the Transitional Monomyth. The first is the 

overarching storyline: The Other and her machinations have so infiltrated the Empire that her 

mind-controlling influence is found at all levels, from average citizens and local lords all the way 

to the Baron’s own airship stronghold, Castle Wulfenbach. The second is the undercurrent 

simultaneously running through the storyline: Mechanicsburg, a city widely distrusted by the 

Baron and the rest of the Empire, is waiting for a Heterodyne to come back, take charge, and 

set things right. While this may seem less “under threat” than in the major storyline, the people 

of Mechanicsburg are no less distressed by their current state. Both threads have merit in the 

larger discussion of the Transitional Monomyth, as they demonstrate slightly different features: 

the overarching storyline involving The Other is an example of a large-scale threat, while the 

storyline involving Mechanicsburg is an example of a more localized community under threat. 

 The Other53 is an entity spoken of with great loathing and fear, responsible for throwing 

the Empire into turmoil, and focused on controlling all of Europa through mind control (I.8.31, 

II.2.41). While frequently referred to and occasionally named, The Other is never pictured in the 

present day and only appears in stories and flashbacks: a lack of corporeal form makes this 

entity truly terrifying. The Other’s mind control takes place through the use of slaver wasps, 

generated from a hive engine (I.1.25, I.2.52). These insect-like parasites subdue the host’s 

mind, leaving them subject to control by The Other. The hive is guarded by warriors, who both 

defend the hive and “herd” potential victims toward the engine (I.3.69) so that the swarm may 

immediately parasitize its victims (I.3.72); while the goal is mind control, not everyone wasped 

stays alive or sane (I.6.59). During the early phases of the storyline, only Sparks are believed to 

                                                
53 The Other is covered in more depth in chapter five, during the discussion of Corollary #2. 



102 
 

be immune to wasps; additionally, anyone too small to ingest them cannot be taken over. 

However, despite the fact that The Other has not been physically seen in nearly twenty years, 

minions still devoted to the cause have worked to develop both wasps capable of taking over 

Sparks’ minds (I.6.57-8) and wasps capable of enslaving regardless of the size of the targets 

(II.2.66). 

Those who survive wasping become revenants; while some may be zombie-like in 

appearance, having no independent thought or motivation (I.6.4, I.6.99), most blend in with the 

population (II.3.2). “They retain their own consciousness and are usually allowed to go about 

their daily business, but are under the complete control of the Other, should he54 choose to 

exercise it. Their life is in many ways a living hell, as they are always aware of a master force in 

their head” (“Glossary”). For the average person, it is impossible to tell if someone else is 

wasped or not, which adds an additional layer of fear.  

The Other’s minions and revenants are pervasive; her minions are embedded in some of 

the most powerful families of Europa, including various branches of the Sturmvoraus family 

under Prince Aaronev of Sturmhalten (I.5.64, I.5.76, I.5.81) and the king of the Argurons, a 

subterranean population residing under Paris (II.3.106). While Aaronev and the Arguron king 

are strong political allies, The Other’s religious followers, the Geisterdamen consider her to be 

their goddess and have worked throughout Europa both to find the goddess’ missing child 

(I.5.75) and to spread her slaver wasps (II.2.107). Despite being widely thought of as either 

dormant or dead, The Other, through her minions and tools, has managed to gain great traction 

in Europa, and her presence, even remotely, is a threat to the well-being of the Empire and its 

people. The fight to avoid, suppress, or outright eliminate The Other before she can take control 

is a major undercurrent for the entire storyline. 

 

                                                
54 While some use masculine pronouns in referring to The Other, the storyline reveals over time that feminine are 
more appropriate instead. 
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The Other as Pervasive Threat 

The story itself begins in the city of Beetleburg, 

where an unexplained electrical disturbance and the 

brief appearance of a mysterious creature startles the 

populace (I.1.3-4). The city, then, is already on edge 

when more serious events start to unfold: an unexpected 

visit by the Baron reveals that one of The Other’s 

minions is not only present locally but also highly placed 

as the head of both the city and the university. One of 

the faculty members and researchers reports that Dr. 

Beetle has been concealing a “fully functional, 

unhatched hive engine” in the university, despite orders 

from the Baron to turn over all “devices of The Other” 

immediately (I.1.25-6). Such a dangerous device could have had catastrophic effects on the 

local population and beyond, and it serves to establish the presence of The Other’s devices, as 

well as the imminent threat, from the very beginning of the story. 

 The threat is not limited to Beetleburg; the larger Europan community has had to face 

The Other’s influence, whether through her wasps or her minions. Master Payne’s Circus of 

Adventure finds this out as they attempt to approach the town of Passholdt. Their advance men, 

promoters for the circus, hope to find a town receptive to the troupe and its show; at the very 

least, they hope for a “dead town,” which, while it offers no audience, also offers no threats 

(I.5.15). Instead, they find a town swarming with warped creatures that they assume to be 

revenants (I.5.16). Their assumptions are later revealed to be accurate, at least to some degree; 

the monstrous creatures were likely the accidental product of a lab belonging to Snarlantz, a 

scientist based in Passholdt and one of The Other’s minions (I.6.58). One town of revenants 

may not seem like much of a threat; even Beetleburg only had an unhatched (still inactive) hive 

Image 6: I.1.4 
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engine. To see the sheer magnitude of the threat, attention must turn to Castle Wulfenbach and 

to the city of Paris. 

Castle Wulfenbach is both the family castle for 

Baron Wulfenbach and the control center of the Empire. 

The enormous, slow-moving airship was developed “after 

the ancestral castle was destroyed in the war” (I.2.22). 

Perpetually aloft, it is home, castle, city, and school, all in 

one. In theory, this airship, which “never lands” (I.2.22), 

should be an impregnable fortress with flawless access 

control—“the Baron is very careful about who gets onto 

the castle in the first place” (I.2.54). But this caution ends 

up being insufficient, as revenants are present onboard almost from the earliest parts of the 

storyline. One of the Baron’s own researchers studying the hive engine seized from Beetleburg 

is identified as “a servant of The Other” when he activates the engine and kills a colleague to 

spare them “from that which is to come” (I.3.39)—the deployment of slaver wasps. This 

researcher is far from alone; the Baron and his staff discover nearly two hundred revenants—

otherwise normal-looking individuals—onboard the airship (I.6.4). The impregnable fortress is 

decidedly not. 

The infiltration of revenants aboard Castle Wulfenbach is unsettling enough, but this is 

not the only major breach of an otherwise “safe” location. The city of Paris prides itself on being 

“autonomous and free, as [the Master of Paris] forged it” (II.4.122)—it is a peaceful city that 

surrounding powers, including the Baron, respect: “Here, all are welcome—but you must 

remember that this is a peaceful city! Even Baron Wulfenbach, whose mighty Empire surrounds 

us, must respect the peace that our city’s great Master demands” (II.2.55). Colette Voltaire, new 

Master of Paris, notes that, under her father, “Papa’s city was a golden utopia, a haven of 

learning, open to all. A glorious dream of beauty and science” (II.4.123). 

Image 7: I.6.4 
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Such utopian beauty, however, also 

finds itself heavily under threat by The 

Other’s influence. Geisterdamen have 

infiltrated the city, and with the help of the 

Arguron king, who is in service to The Other 

(II.3.14), have worked to spread hive 

engines and slaver wasps throughout 

(II.2.107, II.3.24, II.3.105-6). The Geisters have managed to turn many of the people of Paris 

into revenants responsive to their commands, as Agatha and her friends find out while moving 

through the city (II.4.11-2). So pervasive is the infestation that, following the death of her father, 

Colette closes the city: “The ‘Other’ has spread her slaver wasps far and wide throughout Paris. 

Too many of my people are at the mercy of her voice—unable to disobey her every command. 

Until I find a way to break her hold, all I can do is keep her, and her agents, away” (II.4.123). 

The pervasiveness of The Other’s influence, felt through her followers and her devices 

throughout Europa, cannot be understated. 

The locus of this renewed, continued expansion of The Other’s influence is in the city of 

Sturmhalten, home to the Sturmvoraus family. Although she has been gone for the better part of 

two decades, her followers are no less ardent now than they were before. Sturmhalten’s prince, 

Aaronev, has worked for years to find The Other again, and if not The Other, her child (I.5.52-3, 

I.5.64). While he may have been in love with her, her followers believe, instead, that he wanted 

to use her tools for political gain (I.5.81). Regardless of his motives and whether or not they 

differ from that of the Geisters’, the religious followers, both intend to bring her back. Aaronev 

and the Geisters have tried many times, abducting girls and attempting to “install” The Other in 

a sort of possession—but they have failed repeatedly, leaving girls dead or in a vegetative state 

(I.5.65, I.5.84), including Aaronev’s own daughter (I.6.76), because they were not the correct 

host. 

Image 8: II.4.11 
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When they finally succeed, it further elevates the threat level—The Other, now revealed 

in-story to be Lucrezia (I.5.82), has been installed in Agatha. Lucrezia’s personality is now 

embedded in her, and she is not the last. The clank that replaced Aaronev’s daughter Anevka 

also has Lucrezia’s personality (I.6.78), and not too long after, Lucrezia-through-Agatha also 

installs herself into Lucrezia’s niece Zola (I.10.76-7). The Other, despite having no physical 

presence herself, can now summon herself into other hosts. The terrifying prospect of a 

malevolent force lacking its own corporal form is now magnified: that force can not only impel 

servitude, it can also replicate itself into other, unwilling entities. 

The constant and pervasive threat of The Other, even if she hasn’t been physically seen 

in almost twenty years, imperils the larger community. This antagonist force is a thing of 

nightmares—no one is safe, not even the Baron, who is himself infected by one of the Spark-

focused wasps at the hands of a Lucrezia-possessed Agatha (I.6.112-4). The fear of wasping, 

even at the highest levels of government, along with disturbances caused by The Other’s 

followers and revenants, create instability within the Empire. It is no exaggeration to say that no 

one is safe. 

 

Mechanicsburg Under Threat  

 The other, concurrent storyline involves the town of Mechanicsburg, the hereditary home 

of the Heterodyne family, a royal house comparable to Wulfenbach or Sturmvoraus. The 

Heterodynes, historically, have been a problematic house, populated by some of the most mad 

Sparks imaginable, individuals who thought little of conquest and destruction: “De old 

Heterodynes, dey vos bad guys. Dey never cared vot ennybody thought of dem. Dey did 

voteffer dey vanted—und laughed about it” (II.3.93). The old Heterodynes, before “the 

Heterodyne Boys redeemed the family” (I.4.98), were “murderin’ devils, every one… killin’ for 

sport and laying waste wherever they went” (I.4.98). The Heterodyne Boys, Agatha’s father and 
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uncle55, started to rebuild the family reputation before vanishing following a devastating attack 

on the family’s castle nearly twenty years ago (I.7.73-4). Since then, the town has waited for 

their return. 

 The people of Mechanicsburg have remained steadfastly loyal to the Heterodynes over 

the centuries, whether they were the noble heroes the Heterodyne Boys were or the near-

diabolical conquerors the old Heterodynes were: 

For generations, the people of Mechanicsburg have served the most depraved, 

unstable, crazed maniacs in the world! Sure, the Heterodynes were dangerous 

lunatics—but they became our dangerous lunatics! And as long as we pleased 

the Masters, life was good… People who aren’t local won’t understand, but 

there’s a lot of pride here. (I.7.42) 

The town belongs to the Heterodynes, and the people of Mechanicsburg are their people. 

Herein lies the first of two points in which the town faces threat: having lost its heroes, the town 

is now oppressed by the Baron, the Empire, and a persistent feeling of waiting for rescue. 

 Unlike the majority of Europa, Mechanicsburg has largely escaped the 

threat of The Other. A survey of the town using wasp eaters, the multi-legged 

weasels used for detecting revenants, has revealed that the only wasp-infected 

individuals found were tourists (I.13.45). No locals had been wasped, and while it 

perplexes the other characters, Agatha notes that “Lucrezia… really didn’t want 

to come here” (I.13.45). It makes sense that if Lucrezia wanted to avoid the town, 

so would her followers. The people of Mechanicsburg have managed to avoid 

one major threat, but it does not keep them out of the woods entirely. 

 The people’s protectors have always been the Heterodyne family. As the former 

Seneschal noted, the Heterodynes may have been terrifyingly dangerous, but they took care of 

                                                
55 The Heterodyne Boys, along with the family, are covered in more depth in chapter five. 

Image 9: I.13.45 
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the town. Without the Masters (the heads of the house), they are a people largely unprotected 

as they wait for the return of a Heterodyne to lead them. Many pretenders have come, arriving 

at the Castle56 to find themselves tested as possible heirs. The Castle describes this history: 

There have been other times when my Masters have gone missing. You are not 

the first who has come to me claiming the family name. Sometimes they strode in 

leading armies. Sometimes they skulked in on moonless nights. And one flew in 

on wings of bone and brass. All claimed to be lost Heterodynes. And all found 

their way here, to be tested. Sometimes they were delusional… Sometimes they 

were… false men—puppet things of shadow and dead meat. Sometimes they 

were simply… honestly… wrong. (I.8.66) 

The penalty for being wrong, in this case, is death—the floor of the testing room is paved with 

skulls. The Castle’s testing is the easier way to take care of a pretender to the throne; the 

former Seneschal notes that if the people get ahold of a fake, they are even less merciful: “They 

look like a nice bunch of folks, don’t they? But they’re descended from a long line of brigands 

and cut-throats—and they don’t like to be disappointed” (I.7.43). Pretending to be a Heterodyne 

results in literal “torches and pitchforks” and “it’s just hell to clean up” (I.7.43). The people, then, 

must wait for their true leaders to return to them. The hope is that the Heterodyne Boys will 

return soon; there is even a statue of them in the town square that reads, in part, “We’ll be back” 

(I.7.26). But the town and Castle need a Heterodyne to return and lead once again. The Castle 

outright states it: “I am not complete without a Heterodyne” (I.11.112). 

 With no Heterodyne in residence, Baron Wulfenbach has “supervised” the town in a way 

that has kept it under Empire control. Because of the town’s history, the rest of Europa felt more 

comfortable knowing that Mechanicsburg was prevented from reaching its full potential: the 

                                                
56 While explained elsewhere in the project, it bears noting here as well: although there are many castles in the world 
of Girl Genius, when someone in the story refers to “the Castle,” they generally only mean one—the Heterodyne 
castle in Mechanicsburg. Additionally, the Castle is considered “a priceless antiquarian thinking engine” (I.9.37)—it 
seems to have its own thought processes and personality—so a proper noun, capitalized, seems most appropriate. 
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Baron ensured that the town was effectively disarmed, leaving it with little in the way of 

significant defenses (I.12.28-9). While the town may have tried to undo the repairs or to be at 

the ready to repair more covert defenses when needed, Mechanicsburg has been left 

essentially toothless where the Empire is concerned. 

 In addition to being effectively defenseless in terms of independent weaponry, the 

Castle, with reach into the city and a major source of defensive tools itself, has been left largely 

in disrepair since the attack by The Other (I.12.28, I.8.78), and its defenses, though functional, 

are limited (I.8.78, I.8.85). Some time after the departure of the Heterodyne Boys, the 

devastated Castle was turned into a prison and functioned as a work detail for some of the 

Empire’s worst criminals—“[I]t’s a death sentence for most of ‘em. Not all, though. There’s 

points awarded for types of work and good behavior. Sometimes, someone actually completes 

their sentence and gets out” (I.7.78). It is considered “the ultimate punishment detail” as inmates 

work to repair the Castle according to the Castle’s own directions (I.7.25). The town’s major 

landmark and a chief source of civil defense is in disrepair, relegated to serving as a house of 

corrections instead of a house of a royal family. Even if it were solely a building, this action 

would serve as a symbol of what the town has become—such an action would certainly 

demoralize the citizenry and leave them hoping for someone to return them to their former 

status as a power on par with the Baron. 

 The second significant threat is the Baron’s reaction to Agatha fully claiming the town 

and her rightful title. Once Agatha is accepted as the Heterodyne and repairs the Castle, the 

town begins to restore itself. It is a decisive move toward re-establishing Mechanicsburg as a 

powerful town headed by a powerful house. It is also a decisive move toward becoming a 

possible threat to the Empire, and the Baron, having failed on other occasions to capture or kill 

Agatha, who he believes to be the heir to The Other’s reign of devastation, must resort to drastic 

actions to stop the town. 
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Stop the town is exactly what he does: he essentially stops time within the city limits. A 

Jäger general who escaped the town tells Agatha: “Dot Baron—he vent und did someting. Made 

a beeg bubble, kind ov… But he fix tings so time dun vork in dere no more—so effryting iz 

stopped, un he iz trapped in dere vit effrybody else” (I.13.122). The town and the majority of its 

residents have been, for all intents and purposes, lost (I.13.65). While time may have been 

stopped inside Mechanicsburg, time progresses normally for those outside, including those who 

were away from the town when the Baron froze it. Many are in hiding; the Jägers, who left the 

town at the end of the original siege, are joined in hidden caverns by those whose trades or 

travels meant that they could not return to the city (I.13.122). Entire families have been split 

apart by the time stop (I.13.145).  

While this may seem like a problem solely for Mechanicsburg, it also has an impact on 

the larger Empire—when the Baron initiated the time stop, he also managed to freeze himself 

within the town. The Empire has lost its leader, and while Gil does his best to take over, 

dissenting forces in Europa have taken advantage of the situation to seize control: 

With the Baron busy in Mechanicsburg, minor 

rebellions grew into major ones. And suddenly 

everyone wanted in on the act… It seems like nearly 

every power in Europa chose that moment to wreak 

havoc… The Baron—his Pax Transylvania—it all 

seems like something out of some lost Golden Age of 

Antiquity—instead of just two years ago. It’s like the 

long war never ended.  (I.13.125) 

The Baron’s absence, the existence of Agatha as Heterodyne, and the time stop have all served 

to destabilize the Empire to the point of non-existence. While the time stop may have started as 

a threat to Mechanicsburg, it quickly becomes something far more significant for the entirety of 

Europa. 

Image 10: I.13.125 
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 Europa is, in many ways and at many points during the storyline, a community under 

threat. Individuals, local governments, and even the Empire itself are facing significant 

challenges, up to and including death or dissolution, as a result of these threats, and some 

remedy must be found, either within the community or through the intervention of a protagonist. 

 

Feature #2: Normal institutions either find themselves incapable of handling the 

threat or unable to fully do so without assistance. 

 The natural recourse for most imperiled towns or regions is to seek assistance through 

institutional means, whether governmental or not. Europa is no exception; in previous times of 

strife, it has been the Baron who has brought, and kept, the Empire from the brink of dissolution. 

The Baron, after returning from abroad, finds Europa in the midst of turmoil: “I came back to a 

world in ruins. Death, destruction, chaos—the endless fighting—it was like the Heterodyne Boys 

had never existed. Things were worse than ever” (I.3.97). The efforts that followed on the 

Baron’s part brought about the “relative peace” (I.3.98) in Europa that he has worked to 

maintain since then. He may not particularly enjoy having to be a politician; he has sacrificed 

greatly, particularly on a personal level, to make the Empire run, and he loathes the tactics: “At 

least with the Heterodynes we had the adventures. The occasional fight. Now it’s send in the 

armies. Then the bureaucrats with mops. It’s become an old formula” (I.3.7). 

 It may be an old formula, but it is one 

that has worked, and worked well. Even 

DuPree, pirate queen and enforcer for the 

Empire, has to respect what the Baron has 

accomplished and what he enforces, even if 

she isn’t exactly a fan, as is seen when she 

explains the concept of sanctuary: 

Image 11: II.2.32 
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DUPREE: Get this—You’re chasing somebody, and he gets to one of these guys’ 

churches—and as long as he stays there, you can’t grab him—even though 

you’ve got guns and bombs and that thing that makes people go “Nyaaaarrrgh!” 

MONK: Ah—what happens to them after that? 

DUPREE: Dunno. None of ‘em have ever stopped going “Nyaaaarrrgh!” 

GIL: That’s called “diplomacy.” 

DUPREE: Shyeah. I hate that stuff—but your father never shut up about it! 

GIL: No… he didn’t, did he? (II.2.32)  

DuPree may not like the ideas of sanctuary or diplomacy, but she will abide by it. The Baron has 

used both force and diplomacy, and up until relatively recently (the beginning of the storyline), it 

has worked reasonably well to keep the Empire together. 

 The Baron now has to maintain that hold despite persistent and pervasive threats, as 

seen in feature #1. The return of the Heterodyne risks restoring a powerful house with deeply 

loyal citizens, and despite the reputation of the Heterodyne Boys, the family’s power has not 

always been wielded in the most benign fashion. The re-establishment 

of a brilliant but potentially destructive family could create great distress 

in the rest of the Empire. Disarming Mechanicsburg may have worked 

while the family was not in residence, but the return of a claimant to the 

title introduces new variables into the governance of Europa. 

The return of The Other, both through the expansion of her 

minions and her tools and through the ability to summon her presence 

into various hosts, is also deeply problematic. Her political and religious allies have infiltrated 

even the highest levels of government, including Dr. Beetle, the Arguron king, and various 

figures onboard Castle Wulfenbach, as well as, at one point in the story, the Baron himself. 

When Lucrezia has control of Agatha, she manages to get close enough to wasp the Baron, 

placing him, at least in part, under her control (I.6.114). While the Baron does keep ruling, it 

Image 12: I.6.114 
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could reasonably be claimed that it is at this point that he begins to lose full control of his own 

Empire. 

 After the Baron is trapped inside the time-stopped Mechanicsburg, Gil must take full 

control of the Empire. The Empire is already in the process of collapsing due to the various 

factions taking advantage of perceived moments of weakness, and it falls to Gil to hold what 

remains together. Gil has worked himself nearly to death, not sleeping for weeks to months at a 

time, all in an effort to find Agatha, reverse the time stop, and maintain his rule (I.13.108). His 

court and advisors pepper him with a constant stream of “Herr Baron?,” while he ably responds 

to each question or issue (II.1.13). It does become a bit much, however, as at one point, 

distracted by reports that DuPree has at last tracked Agatha down, he snaps at receiving still 

more questions: “There’s a reason you people all have fancy hats. Earn them” (II.1.13). The 

Empire still exists, although there are some, particularly those who benefit politically, who would 

say that, at this point, “there is no Empire” (I.13.84). At the very least, it is in deep turmoil, with 

attacks and conflicts frequently occurring. 

 Similarly, the Master of Paris has begun to lose control of his city. Although his gradual 

loss of control may have predated the storyline, it gets markedly worse with the discovery of The 

Other’s influence. The Master’s daughter, Colette, notes that this city, “Papa’s great work—it 

was too successful. He built a wonderful place—kept it safe—and so many, many people came 

to him. Too many people. The city became too big—so Papa built subsystems—and slowly 

divested himself of most direct control” (II.4.103). Even the Master himself admits that he has 

delegated control, even to the point that he has found himself quite out of the loop: 

My power over Paris is legendary, yes. People speak of it with awe in their 

voices—but once I was one with it. I sensed it—controlled I, as if it were verily a 

part of my body… My body can no longer lightly bear the burden of an entire city. 

No, I left control of most of my city’s systems in the hands of subordinates and 

automated systems long ago. (II.4.47) 
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The city’s operations have been co-opted, and the Master had not found out about it until it is 

nearly too late to do anything about it, and now he must find a way to fight back (II.4.47-8). 

The existing institutions are clearly struggling to maintain order in their respective realms—

the Baron is fighting on two fronts, both in his Empire and internally against The Other’s 

wasping; Gil is both trying to find and aid Agatha and keep the remnants of the empire together; 

and the Master of Paris must retake his city from the incursion of the Geisterdamen and the 

wasps that would make it their own. None of these situations reflects a complete lack of control 

or any unwillingness to act, nor do they reflect the kind of outright ineptitude or corruption often 

seen in conventional institutions in American monomythic stories. Instead, these are normal 

institutions (for this context) that are not fully up to the magnitude of the threats set before them. 

They have found themselves in situations requiring outside intervention, and this intervention 

will come from the heroic actions of the protagonist. 

 

Feature #3: A protagonist emerges from outside the community  

 With the first two features met—a populace is imperiled and existing institutions are 

unable to address the threat on their own—attention must now turn to discussion of the 

protagonist. In much the same way as the American monomythic hero, the Transitional 

monomythic protagonist emerges from outside the community in some fashion. While works 

operating in line with the American Monomyth frequently defined “outside” as completely 

removed from the community under threat, as it allowed for an “impartial outsider” (Lawrence 

and Jewett 30) to evaluate and respond to the situation, it was not an absolute: the hero could 

just be an outsider within the larger society in some cases. This is the case for the Transitional 

Monomyth, just more so; the protagonist can still be a true “outsider,” but he or she can also, 

and seems more likely to, be an outsider from within the community. This is the case with 

Agatha Clay—the new Heterodyne. 
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From Agatha Clay to Agatha Heterodyne  

 Agatha is decidedly an 

outsider from within. When the 

story opens, she is just a failed 

university student in a world where 

intellectual performance is 

everything. The story establishes 

right from the earliest moments that she is not like everyone else. After being mugged on her 

way to the university, she arrives late to the lab. Rushing past other students and faculty 

members, she (hopefully) doesn’t notice a conversation taking place: 

STUDENT #1: That’s Agatha Clay. She’s always like that. There’s just 

something… wrong with her. 

STUDENT #2: Oh, that’s her? Pity. (I.1.11) 

Although she may not be fully outside the community, this conversation shows that she is 

known to be different, and not in a positive way. Even one of her own professors describes her 

work as “pathetic antics” (I.1.14). She is firmly an outsider at this university, and to add to that, 

she also lacks any kind of family connection; her parents are not in the picture, and her uncle 

has left without indicating when he would return (I.1.11-2). She is being raised by two guardians, 

the constructs Adam and Lilith, until her uncle returns (I.1.44). Even being taken aboard Castle 

Wulfenbach does little to help her situation; she has gone from being a nobody in the university 

to being a nobody among the future rulers of Europa. The students sum it up for her: 

NICKODEAMUS: There is a pecking order here. Some take it more seriously 

than others. 

SLEIPNIR: It factors in family lineage, Sparkiness, and some other nonsense. 

AGATHA: Meaning? 

SLEIPNIR: Welcome to the bottom of the heap. (I.2.11) 

Image 13: I.1.11 
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In a world where power lies in either being highly intelligent (if not outright having the Spark) or 

being part of a powerful family, Agatha starts the storyline in a completely powerless, outsider 

position. 

 Her time onboard Castle Wulfenbach starts to change this, however: it is here that 

Agatha first starts to understand who and what she is. When Krosp, a cat construct designed to 

be “the highest ranking cat there is” in a failed experiment tells her that “[s]ometimes I think I 

was supposed to be killed because I was too embarrassing to live,” Agatha sympathizes: “I feel 

like that all the time… I… I want to make things. I see them in my head. But they never work… I 

feel so useless sometimes. I don’t know what I’m good for” (I.3.35). When Krosp tries to console 

her with the fact that at least she got him dinner, she can only reply sarcastically, “[o]h good. I 

can serve the King of the Cats” (I.3.35). Krosp takes her at her word—“I accept your fealty” 

(I.3.36)—and becomes her first advisor in her new life. While this may not be a significant step 

toward finding out who she is, it at least starts to build an identity. 

 Even then, as her true identity begins to unfold, it only serves to underscore how much 

of an outsider she will remain. Krosp is her liege, and he is also the first to tell her that she is a 

Spark (I.3.2) and to warn her about the danger that fact places her in onboard Castle 

Wulfenbach (I.3.36-7). Gil figures out 

that Agatha is a Spark as well; he 

suspected it while still in Beetleburg 

(I.1.70, 81) and confirmed it while 

aboard the airship: when Agatha built a 

mysterious clank essentially in her 

sleep (or a trance-like state), he tells 

her that he “certainly hope[s]” that she’s 

a Spark. “Because if you’re not—then 

I’m never going to find out what this is Image 14: I.3.45 



117 
 

all about” (I.3.44-5). Gil believes this to have been part of Agatha’s breaking through as a Spark, 

and that she has “eased through” in the transformation (I.3.46). However, Lilith, during their 

attempted escape from Castle Wulfenbach, informs her that she has been a Spark far longer 

than a few days—she started showing her Sparkiness “at a very early age,” and her uncle gave 

her the locket to suppress her development (I.3.92). While this may seem to demonstrate that 

Agatha is finally finding a way out of outsiderness, Lilith points out that being a Spark—

especially as a girl—is intensely dangerous: 

Young Sparks never survive without powerful protection! If they don’t blow 

themselves up or get killed by their creations, they’re likely to go mad and kill 

everyone around them. Your uncle was gone. Beetle wasn’t strong enough—the 

Baron would have taken you instantly. In the country, you would have been killed 

by the peasantry. Even burned as a witch. And you’re a girl. Girls with the 

Spark—they usually just—disappear. Every power in Europe is going to try to kill 

or control you… Your family history will only make it worse. (I.3.92) 

Being a Spark in cities or under patronage or other protection might have some degree of 

power, as seen in the university setting, but elsewhere, being a Spark is the kind of dangerous 

difference from the general population that requires caution—it is a perpetual liminal state of 

both dangerous and endangered. Davis and Westerfelhaus refer to positions such as these as a 

“liminal socio-cultural space” that reflects Turner’s “famous liminal formula, betwixt and 

between” (805); they remind the reader that, for superheroes, just as for our protagonist in Girl 

Genius, “[d]ifference is dangerous” (805).  Agatha now knows what she is, but it only serves to 

mark her as a different kind of outsider. 

 She also quickly finds out who she is—while Adam and Lilith have been passing Agatha 

off as their daughter, biological or adopted, the Baron, in forestalling the Clays’ escape, guesses 

as to whose child she really is: “Is she Lucrezia and Bill’s? Or a surprise on Barry’s part” 

(I.3.96)? While he may be guessing as to paternity (and making some uncharitable inferences 
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about fidelity in the process), he knows that Agatha is both a Heterodyne and Lucrezia’s 

daughter. Agatha is clearly shocked at the revelation (I.3.96); she has, in the space of a few 

moments, gone from a seeming nobody to the daughter of one of the most powerful and 

(in)famous families in Europa. This is, as with her status as a Spark, another moment of 

becoming just a different kind of outsider—and in this case, it is amplified. She is slow to 

understand that point, however, and Krosp again steps in as advisor following their escape: 

AGATHA: Why all this death over me?  

KROSP: Because you’re not just a Spark. You’re the last of the Heterodyne 

family. As long as you’re around, the Baron and every other major power in 

Europe [sic] will want to control you. And everyone else will either want to follow 

you—or kill you. You’ve got to understand that.  

AGATHA: But that’s all politics. I don’t care about any of that. 

KROSP: Well, you’d better start to care. Because 

everyone’s going to care about you… Like it or not, 

you’ll cause trouble just by existing. (I.3.121-2) 

Agatha seems to be wrapping her mind around it—she responds by 

stating, “All right then. Let’s go cause some trouble” (I.3.123)—but this 

is just the beginning for her in understanding just how much of an 

outsider she truly is. She may have the intellect and family background 

that would usually operate as social currency for success, but her 

specific attributes only serve to mark our protagonist as further outside 

the norm. 

 

 

 

 

Image 15: I.3.121 
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Co-Protagonists: Gilgamesh Wulfenbach and Tarvek Sturmvoraus  

 Agatha may be the main 

protagonist, but where the larger 

story is concerned, she is not the 

only protagonist. Gilgamesh (Gil) 

Wulfenbach and Tarvek 

Sturmvoraus57 both hold 

significant positions as characters 

in the storyline, and they serve as protagonists in that they are central to the advancement of 

both the plot and Agatha’s goals. They take a larger, more influential role than secondary 

characters (although secondary characters in this storyline tend to wield a fair amount of 

influence), but aren’t quite to the point of being main protagonists along with Agatha. Gil and 

Tarvek also have slightly less of an outsider status than Agatha. Both are Sparks and members 

of major houses, which gives them more social currency in this storyline—in trying to convince a 

group of prisoners in the Castle to rally to Agatha’s aid, they freely use their family names and 

titles to add weight to their pronouncements (I.11.96). However, they still operate as outsiders; 

this status has less to do with coming from problematic families (although both Wulfenbach and 

Sturmvoraus could be argued to have some problematic features) and more to do with the fact 

that supporting Agatha often puts both young men at odds with their families. 

 

Gilgamesh Wulfenbach  

 As son of the Baron, Gil is actively being groomed to someday succeed his father, and 

the Baron frequently tests him. Gil, however, does not quite appreciate this testing. One of the 

first major scenes, when Gil and the Baron visit Dr. Beetle’s lab, features just such a test: Gil 

                                                
57 Gil and Tarvek are discussed in greater detail in chapter four—Corollary #1. 

Image 16: I.11.96 
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questions the theory behind a project the Baron has assigned to two of Beetle’s faculty. “[W]hat 

you want is possible, but your theoretical structure is flawed. There’s no way this machine could 

ever work” (I.1.22). Such a response initially angers the Baron, but when Gil refuses to back 

down, the Baron agrees with his assessment (I.1.22-3). Rather than feel complimented, Gil fires 

back: “Another test, Father? I am beginning to find this tiresome” (I.1.23). This is not the only 

rest that the Baron subjects Gil to—indeed, it is not even the only one in this particular story arc 

(see I.1.29 for another example)—and Gil bristles at all of them. 

 But bristling does not necessarily equal being at odds. What frequently places Gil at 

odds with his father is Gil’s support of Agatha, and this begins quite early in the storyline. After 

Agatha escapes from Castle Wulfenbach, the Baron presses his son about when Gil first 

realized Agatha was a Spark, then orders him to track her down and bring her back to the 

airship (I.4.35). Gil initially refuses, first on grounds that she “hasn’t broken the peace,” then on 

grounds that “she’s already angry with me” (I.4.36). Gil is already showing his affection for her, 

but the Baron is insistent that he retrieve her “[a]s a prisoner. You can save any romantic ideas 

you have for later” (I.4.36). For the most part, this begins Gil’s major point of contention with or 

opposition to his father. This Agatha-centric opposition continues throughout the storyline, as Gil 

actively works to help Agatha restore her Castle and claim her title as the Heterodyne. Gil even 

consents to “treatment58” for a wasp infection if it means saving Agatha (I.12.149, 152). While 

this is hardly the only point in which Gil’s perspectives diverge from his father’s, it is the 

strongest—Gil’s feelings for Agatha drive his goals as a protagonist. 

 

Tarvek Sturmvoraus  

 Tarvek is also at odds with his family, but where he is concerned, the divergence has as 

much to do with political machinations as it does with Agatha. From his introduction as a 

                                                
58 The reader later finds out that it is, in fact, a version of mind control. This is discussed in more detail in chapter 
four—Corollary #1. 
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character, he is pulled between his family’s priorities and his own, and it is clear he is pulled in 

many different directions at once. His first appearance in the storyline sees him discussing 

working for “the Mistress” (The Other); his father believes their task of looking for her or her 

child is fruitless, and Tarvek consoles him, stating that “[n]o one could say you were disloyal, 

Father… We both know you have given your all” (I.5.52)! But when his father finally finds her—

in Agatha—Tarvek urges him to reconsider (I.5.64). Anevka, a clank representation of his sister, 

also attempts to keep her father from summoning The Other into Agatha (I.5.63), even to the 

point of patricide (I.5.63). When it then becomes clear that Anevka intends to use Agatha for her 

own gains (I.5.65, I.5.68-70), he then attempts to get her out of the castle but fails when the 

Geisterdamen capture Agatha (I.5.79-81). 

 He then has to work both with and against the 

Geisterdamen (and the newly-possessed Agatha) in order to keep 

Agatha safe. When the Geisters install Lucrezia into Agatha, 

Tarvek greets the returned mistress in a reverent fashion: 

“Welcome back, my lady. Let me be the first of many to offer my 

services” (I.5.90).  He alerts the Geisterdamen to the existence of 

a Spark wasp that the Order plans to use against the Baron 

(I.6.59) and collaborates with the Geisters to stop Anevka and 

replace her with a Lucrezia personality (I.6.66-68, I.6.76,78). It at times becomes difficult to tell 

whose side Tarvek is really on—his family’s, the Geisterdamen’s, or Agatha’s—something that 

becomes a point of issue with Gil later in the story. 

Tarvek acknowledges to Gil that he tried to get Agatha free before the Geisters could 

initiate the possession, but he also knew that he’d have to work with both them and Lucrezia in 

order for both him and Agatha to survive: “The Geisters didn’t trust me. If I hadn’t moved 

quickly, they would have killed me. I sucked up to Lucrezia and flattered her outrageously. It’s 

what she expects from people. She loves it… so she kept me around and had me assist her” 

Image 17: I.5.90 
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(I.11.67). He learned a great deal from her; that, in conjunction with admitting his father’s work 

with and for Lucrezia, even “before she became The Other” (I.11.67) is enough to infuriate Gil: 

You. Your family. Your Knights of Jove. Your stupid “Storm King” plotting. You 

were working with the Mongfishes—with Lucrezia, and you knew she was The 

Other? Knew about slaver wasps? No wonder Sturmhalten was crawling with 

revenants. I thought at least you would stop at that—but here you are, practically 

her successor! Is that how you plan to “reclaim your throne”? (I.11.68) 

Gil is livid, because to him, this is evidence that Tarvek has been on his family’s side all along—

and against not only Agatha but also the very fabric of Europa as well. Tarvek, however, is clear 

about his role in the plotting surrounding the slaver wasps, revenants, and The Other. When Gil 

threatens him with public flogging and execution, Tarvek sharply replies: “That’s just what I’d 

expect from a despot’s spoiled brat. After all, it doesn’t matter that it was my father and his 

friends who did all that. I was what? Three, maybe” (I.11.68)? Tarvek may have been involved 

with his family’s machinations more recently, but he was hardly involved with the overarching 

plans, and he asserts himself as being independent from his family and firmly allied with Agatha 

by returning Gil’s threats: “I’m guessing you might be just as much of a sneaky, manipulative 

weasel as me. Probably even for a lot of the same reasons. Fine. Good. You’re more use smart. 

…But if—whatever game you’re playing—it turns out that you’re lying about being here to help 

Agatha—then we’ll have to see if you can be as deadly as me” (I.11.78)! Both wholeheartedly 

support Agatha, and it places both—particularly Tarvek—at odds with family. 

 For Tarvek, being at odds with family does, at times, escalate; due in part to his position 

as heir to the Storm King, he is a frequent target for assassination and usurpation, and being 

close to the Heterodyne is a significant problem. His own family has tried to kill him, but the 

Smoke Knights, meant to protect him, have been killed instead. Violetta knows that, “in the last 

three years, someone’s taken out twelve” of Tarvek’s Smoke Knights—“three of them didn’t 

even last a full month” before being killed (I.11.131). His own cousin, Martellus Von Blitzengard 
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takes a more direct approach: while kidnapping Agatha, Martellus hits Tarvek with a poisoned 

knife and leaves him for dead (I.13.55). While Gil is able to revive him later in the storyline, the 

point still stands—by working with Agatha, Tarvek has made himself an outsider within his 

family, and he will likely continue to be under threat because of it. 

 

A Brief Note  

 Protagonists can experience outsider status in ways beyond those noted above, as each 

character, storyline, and constructed world will define outsiderness in different ways. In the 

context of Europa, outsider status would naturally be connected, or rather in opposition, to the 

traits and values that establish insider status or power structures. It can even vary within stories; 

different social and political groups within the story have their own definitions of “insider” and 

“outsider” and demonstrate it accordingly. Where the protagonists of Girl Genius are concerned, 

however, the insider/outsider position has a great deal to do with family lineage, the Spark, and 

ruling status. 

 

Feature #4: to battle with temptations and carry out the redemptive task  

 In the American Monomyth, the hero must eschew all temptations (usually, but not 

always, sexual ones) in order to fully carry out the redemptive task. However, under the 

Transitional Monomyth, the protagonist has a more nuanced presentation, and with their more 

realistic flaws comes a more realistic response to temptation. It can take many forms, 

depending on the story, the setting, and the characters, but in Girl Genius, the main temptation 

for Agatha has to do with matters of the heart; however, even if she responds in a more realistic 

fashion than her American monomythic counterparts, she still manages to retain her status as a 

redemptive figure and work toward her goals in carrying out the redemptive task. 
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Teenagers and Love  

 Despite being a Spark and the last member of “an 

historically troublesome rogue state” (I.13.130), Agatha is still, 

for the bulk of the storyline, a teenager. She may be a very 

intelligent, very powerful teenager, but she is still a teen 

nonetheless. Her chief distractions during the storyline are Gil and Tarvek, both of whom return 

her attentions. Gil is particularly fixated on her; during the months he believes her dead, he does 

nothing but work himself into the ground, and his servant Wooster is worried for him: “I am 

concerned for you, sir. Ever since Miss Agatha died—well—I had not 

realized that the two of you were so close” (I.5.95)? Gil is honest, 

stating that “[w]e weren’t. But we would have been” (I.5.96). Even if 

Agatha had left him, as Wooster notes, “with a slight concussion” 

(I.5.96), Gil still believed that he could well win her over. Tarvek is not 

much better, moving from planning how to win political allies over to 

Agatha’s side to fantasizing about Agatha-as-evil queen (I.11.133).  

 Both young nobles do end up winning their way into Agatha’s heart during the course of 

the storyline, and Agatha does make her affections known. Gil and Agatha have one near-kiss 

that is interrupted by a hail of gunfire (I.9.50) before finally having an epic kiss that takes up the 

better part of two different strips (I.11.122-3) and leaves the participants breathless: 

GIL: Okay. Gotta Go. Save the Empire and… 

and stuff. 

AGATHA: Right. Good. I’ll just… you know… fix 

my Castle. (I.11.123) 

Image 18: I.5.96 

Image 19: I.11.133 

Image 20: I.11.123 
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This is not quite the high-end dialogue expected of two powerful Sparks, but it is certainly the 

dialogue of two teenagers in love. The kiss she shares with Tarvek after he saves the wasp 

eaters and at least one of their handlers is similar: it spans the better part of two consecutive 

strips (I.12.108-9) and finishes with a bit of intimate dialogue: “I was ready to give up any hope 

that you might ever care for me… But I love you too. For a thousand reasons… And I’m not 

giving up after all. If Gil wins your heart in the end, it won’t be without a fight” (I.12.110). This is 

decidedly more eloquent than 

the interlude with Gil, but it does 

still have a more effusive style 

that feels appropriate to their 

age group. It also still leaves Agatha just as speechless (I.12.110), even if she likely already 

knew or suspected how he felt. Smart and powerful are clearly no defense for being thrown for a 

loop by confessions of love. 

 But while temptation may be a part of being a more relatable protagonist, it does serve 

as a distraction from the matters at hand, just as the heroes of the American Monomyth 

believed. Agatha’s affections can cause her to lose focus, and forcing herself to recognize that 

and to stay on target are part of being more realistic. There are now consequences to 

distraction, and it takes work to handle or avoid them. At one point, Gil has to remind her that 

her feelings for Tarvek are getting in the way of actually helping him: “Agatha, listen, I… I can 

see that you really like this toad… Listen to yourself. You’re a strong Spark, but you’re holding it 

back. You’re so afraid of hurting him, you’ve gone all sloppy and helpless” (I.9.78). She is livid 

and lets him know: 

AGATHA: How dare you! 

GIL: This isn’t like you! You haven’t even tried! 

AGATHA: What do you know about it? You hardly know me! 

GIL: I know you well enough! You’re better than this! (I.9.78) 

Image 21: I.12.110 
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He makes a good point, and she quickly gets back into a more productive mindset. When she 

hooks Gil into the contraption that they devised to help save Tarvek, she is back to business. 

While she may favor him with a brief kiss59 before they begin working, they both have to stay 

focused: when he questions her methods, she has to remind him, “Gil, you’re going to have to 

trust me” (I.9.94). In counseling him, she not only shows that he is possibly also losing focus but 

also demonstrates that she can indeed keep control. 

 This level of control is not, however a given: she does have another brief lapse during 

the treatment session when she also gives a quick kiss to Tarvek. The result of the kiss is 

infection with the same disease they are treating Tarvek for, and both Gil (who is predictably 

jealous) and Tarvek note that she has “shown a shocking disregard for basic medical safety… 

when in the lab, it can be very dangerous to yield to one’s romantic impulses” (I.9.114). Agatha 

refuses to let this beat them, and she recovers much more quickly this time, stating that “[w]e 

can still do this” (I.9.114). They continue on and are able to successfully complete the curative 

procedure. Agatha does have a pattern of losing control when it comes to her emotions; 

specifically, she tends to falter in moments that have to do with love or loss—or, in one 

particularly strong case, both. 

 Gil and Tarvek were not her first significant romantic connections. Even before she fully 

developed a connection with Gil, there was Lars, a fellow performer in Master Payne’s Circus of 

Adventure60. While their moments together were brief, the connection shared was strong; the 

strength comes through, however, only when Lars sacrifices his life for her on the battlefield 

outside Sturmhalten. When the Baron slices him with his sword (I.6.116), Agatha tries to comfort 

him as he lays dying on the battlefield (I.6.117-8). He is at peace with it: “’S probably for the 

best, really… A Heterodyne girl. Heh. An ordinary guy like me… Never had a chance…” 

                                                
59 His response to this quick peck is less romantic than jealous: “Hey! Did you kiss him, too?” (I.9.84). It certainly adds 
to his position as a realistic protagonist. 
60 For a more thorough discussion of Lars and his significance to Agatha, see chapter four—Corollary #1. 
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(I.6.118). With that, Lars dies, and Agatha spends the next three strips moving from grief to 

anger as the battle rages around her (I.6.118-20). Agatha finally snaps and loses control on a 

much larger scale than Gil or Tarvek could ever have anticipated: she unleashes battle clanks, 

previously disguised as circus vehicles, on the Baron’s army61 (I.6.120-33). It takes time, effort, 

and accidentally squashing the Baron with a falling clank (I.6.135) to get Agatha back to a more 

calmed and focused state. 

 It may seem as though Agatha succumbs to love-related temptations rather frequently 

and that they cause her to lose control to some degree with equal frequency. Throughout the 

storyline, however, these moments do not happen as often as they seem. When they do 

happen, though, they serve to help establish Agatha’s status as a relatable protagonist for the 

audience. Moments of great emotion, like love and loss, evoke powerful responses—would 

Agatha seem as plausible as a character if she did not react to being kissed by her crushes or 

to watching someone she cares about die in her arms? It is doubtful that she would be as 

believable a teenager—as believable a human being—if she reacted anemotionally or even 

rejected relationships at all on the grounds that it would disrupt the mission. 

 

The Redemptive Role 

 And for Agatha, the 

mission is key. Even through 

temptation, she is still focused 

on the redemptive task 

because, despite moments of 

imperfection, she has the 

                                                
61 It may seem as though Agatha’s deployment of the clanks is in response to the battle raging around her or to the 
fact that the Baron’s army has her friends surrounded (I.6.120), but it doesn’t appear that she ever registers anything 
but the loss of Lars—a later strip’s dialogue seems to indicate that she is solely working to punish the Baron and keep 
him from hurting or killing anyone else she loves (I.6.133). 
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redemptive impulse expected of a Transitional monomythic protagonist. This impulse surfaces 

early in the storyline when she takes on the responsibility of saving Othar Tryggvassen from the 

Baron and Castle Wulfenbach (I.3.37) and when she returns to save the Circus from a spider 

clank, even after they initially turned her away (I.4.25-8). In both instances, she is advised 

otherwise, but she is determined to save people she sees as in trouble. 

 It is, in fact, Othar Tryggvassen, frequently referred to in the story as a “hero62,” who 

recognizes the heroic, redeemer impulse in Agatha. When the Circus and the town it is 

performing in are attacked by a monster (later revealed to be a Jäger), Agatha immediately runs 

out of a tent to confront the threat. Just before, Agatha had just finished telling Othar that “I am 

not going to go off hero-ing with you. Understand” (I.4.107)? But when she hears people crying 

out in fear, her instinct kicks in—she grabs a hidden gun and charges out into the midst of the 

chaos (I.4.107-9). Once the monster has been driven out of town, Othar again confronts Agatha 

about who she is. When she tells him that she has no intention of fighting evil and that he can’t 

force her to do it, he laughs: “Make you? You ran straight at the danger without even thinking. 

That’s who and what you are” (I.4.113). Agatha may not be ready to admit it at this point in the 

story, but she is meant to fight evil, to be the redemptive figure. 

 Nowhere is this offered with greater clarity than in a moment of transfiguration imagery. 

While working to cure Tarvek and save Gil, Agatha finds that they have run out of power to 

complete the process and might be out of options. While working to implement a last-ditch plan 

(I.10.48), Airman Higgs provides her with a cup of water from the River Dyne, the source of the 

Castle’s power (I.10.49), and a remaining vestige of the Castle supplies a needed jolt of energy 

(I.10.51). The result is “an eternal moment of supreme clarity” (I.10.54) that reveals to her all the 

answers she needs: “’Testing’ is for when you’re still guessing. And now, I have no need to 

guess” (I.10.52-3). When asked if she is okay, she replies in the affirmative: “I am perfect! I 

                                                
62 “Hero” generally isn’t a compliment in the world of Girl Genius. For more on Othar Tryggvassen, Gentleman 
Adventurer!, see chapter five—Corollary #2. 
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feel… suspended in an eternal moment of supreme clarity. I can do anything! I have so many 

ideas! So much I want to try! It’s all so exciting” (I.10.54)! The reaction advances the plot, but 

the imagery (see Appendix A for the full-sized strip) is key—this is a transformative moment, 

and even though it is temporary, it serves to reinforce her power as a redemptive figure. Agatha 

is depicted suspended in mid-air with one arm outstretched and one upraised, encircled by 

machinery, and enveloped in light and energy. Her power in this moment is plainly seen, and 

although the effects soon fade, it serves as an excellent reminder to both the audience and the 

other characters of what Agatha is capable of as the Heterodyne63 64. 

 

The Task at Hand  

 Agatha’s capabilities are key to carrying out the redemptive task asked of her as the 

protagonist in general and the Heterodyne in particular. Her specific redemptive tasks have 

multiple features involved, but they both connect back to the idea of a community in peril: The 

Other and her minions threaten Europa, and the town of Mechanicsburg is awaiting a 

Heterodyne to save it. To complete these tasks, Agatha must get to the Castle and hold it, use 

the Castle to help protect Mechanicsburg, and draw on her knowledge gained, as well as the 

knowledge of those around her, to defeat The Other. 

 

Get to the Castle  

 Before she can accomplish anything else, Agatha must first get to the Castle. As they 

attempt to escape Castle Wulfenbach, Lilith instructs Agatha: “Go. Get to Castle Heterodyne. It 

will help you” (I.3.103). Agatha is able to escape, although Lilith is not, and this moment begins 

                                                
63 The Foglios do not shy away from the use of transfiguration imagery; they use it sparingly but effectively. Colette 
taking over as Master of Paris is another excellent instance; see Appendix A for that strip as well. 
 
64 Is Agatha a perfect person? Hardly—despite growing into her mission as a redeemer, she still has moments of 
less-than-heroic behavior, but this is fully in keeping with the Transitional Monomyth’s concept of the flawed, relatable 
protagonist. See chapter four—Corollary #1 for additional explication. 
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the first step in Agatha’s redemptive 

task. Wooster actively tries to 

dissuade her from going, even once 

they have entered Mechanicsburg: 

“Coming here was foolish! Everyone is 

looking for you! The Castle is a ruin—

and a dangerous one at that” (I.7.12)! 

Agatha, however, knows her task and 

pushes back: 

Mister Wooster, I’ve already explained myself. I am here because when Lilith 

was about to throw me to safety, she said: “Go. Get to Castle Heterodyne. It will 

help you.” She knew it was a ruin. She knew people would be after me. But she 

told me to go there. And since she was one of the few people I trust completely, 

that is where I am going. (I.7.12) 

Wooster has no choice but to yield, but he reminds her that the Castle is “not a nice place” 

(I.7.12). 

 It is indeed not a nice place; in addition to being in ruins, as seen in the image at the 

start of this chapter, it is also considered dangerous—even haunted. Wooster explains that the 

Castle might not be haunted as such, but rather is “some sort of giant mechanism. It was 

supposed to be a true marvel” (I.7.24), considered by the locals to be either haunted or booby-

trapped, and this is a point of local pride (I.7.25). The Castle has long been mysterious, but 

following the attack, it seemed to get worse. He explains: 

Image 23: I.3.103 
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After the attack, it lay abandoned 

for years. The locals wouldn’t go 

near it. Eventually, a young 

professor from Transylvania 

Polygnostic University led a team 

of researchers inside. Their 

objectives were the Heterodyne 

library and labs. The Castle spoke to him. It demanded to be repaired. One of the 

team members spoke out against the idea. And the Castle made it clear that it 

wasn’t a request. It was then that they realized just how far it was to the door. 

(I.7.24)  

Since then, the Castle has been used as a prison detail by the Baron. Wooster continues: 

Six months later, an assistant emerged. In that time, the town had been taken by 

the Baron. The Castle was directing its own repairs. The job would take years. 

The food stores had run out, and the assistant had been sent to procure food, 

tools, materials, and labor. The Baron had an idea. He negotiated with the 

Castle, and got the professor out. Ever since then, Castle Heterodyne has been 

the ultimate punishment detail. (I.7.25) 

The Castle, then, operates as an independent thinking entity—and it has been under constant 

repair for fourteen years (I.7.25) by convicts who do not always make it out of their sentences 

alive (I.7.78). In order to get Agatha into the Castle safely, she will have to go in as a prisoner 

(I.7.78) with a plausible conviction against her (I.7.114). 

Image 24: I.7.24 
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 Herr Diamant, responsible for delivering 

supplies and new prisoners to the Castle, reminds 

Agatha to be careful: although some of the prisoners 

might be helpful, most are likely to be dangerous—

“[p]eople are not sent to the Castle for stealing bread, 

my Lady. These are people the Empire wants to go 

away” (I.7.114). She arrives at the Castle, steeling 

herself for what she might face:  

Right, so the Castle’s a huge 

mechanical death trap. But, 

theoretically, it’s my huge mechanical 

death trap, so it probably won’t kill me. …At least, not until I’ve repaired it. 

…Unless I run afoul of one of the damaged bits. …Or it doesn’t recognize me as 

part of the Heterodyne family. …Or it just decides it would be funny to kill me 

anyway. …And then there’s all the convicts on repair duty with me… And an 

imposter who’ll probably kill me on sight. <sigh> Great. (I.8.3) 

Agatha has an uphill battle against her in taking and holding the Castle, but it becomes a 

necessary step in completing her goals. 

 

Hold the Castle  

 Sending Agatha, the sole hope for the town and the last of the Heterodynes, into a 

dangerously unpredictable Castle may be a risky proposition, but it is needed in order to hold 

the town. The Castle needs her, whether or not she really is the Heterodyne. The Castle, 

speaking through the Seneschal, tells her: “You are a Spark, I take it?... Then, girl or not, false 

or not, I need you” (I.7.84). It informs her that the false Heterodyne now in the Castle plans to 

destroy its functioning—rather than take control of the Castle as part of her usurpation, she 

Image 25: I.8.3 
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plans to essentially kill it, and the Castle needs Agatha to prevent this by going in and repairing 

it (I.7.85-6). Soon after this exchange, the town finds itself under attack. The Seneschal, 

speaking for himself, reminds Agatha that holding the Castle is the only way to save 

Mechanicsburg: “Our only chance to even have a town left at the end of this is to be a player 

instead of just the terrain. For that, we need the Castle, and a Heterodyne. Not some fake who’s 

playing her own games with the Empire. A real one. One who cares about the town. You’ve got 

to get the Castle running, and fast” (I.7.109). Agatha must save the Castle to save the people, 

and the only way to save the Castle is to enter it, claim it, and make the needed repairs. 

 The first major challenge in taking the Castle is securing it against Zola, the false 

Heterodyne girl sent into the Castle by powerful backers as part of a power grab against a 

weakened Empire (I.7.31). The Seneschal notes that “[t]he one in the Castle now—she’s 

different. She has an armed staff. She has an airship. She has funding. She is being managed. 

And that means—someone is trying to take over my town” (I.7.36). His grandson and 

successor, adds that “[s]he is a mystery, but her backers are Oublenmach and Strinbeck… 

They clearly have a plan of some sort, but they’re rushed. Clumsy. Currently, she’s in, but she’s 

held up in the first courtyard” (I.7.37).  

 While the backers may be Zola is convinced that she will be able to take control and tells 

Gil that “I’m the Heterodyne—and I’m allied with the Storm King” (I.9.19), which will ideally not 

only allow her to take control of the Castle but also confront the Baron and eventually take the 

Empire: “I’ll get settled in as the Heterodyne. A year later, the Storm King’s heir will be 

discovered. We’ll meet when he rescues my town from an army of clanks, and it’ll be love at first 

sight. We’ll capture the hears of Europa, and within five years... we’ll have the Empire” (I.9.20). 

The plan was engineered by the Knights of Jove, and while they intended to take control of the 

Castle, Zola and her allies have instead figured out how to kill it to facilitate a quick takeover 

(I.9.36-7). She also intends to kill Agatha as well, promising the convicts “[f]reedom and gold for 

whoever kills her” (I.8.24). 
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 Thus begins a protracted chase through the Castle, with periodic battles that shift the 

balance of power from Zola to Agatha and back 

again. The final climactic moment with Zola, 

however, comes with the aid of Tarvek, Violetta, 

Zeetha, and Airman Higgs65. Zeetha, in trying to 

take Zola down, is run through with one of her own 

swords (I.10.119), and Airman Higgs, with the 

assistance of Violetta, takes up the fight, while 

Tarvek pulls Agatha out of the line of fire (I.10.120, 

I.11.1-4). Zola escapes briefly, only to ambush 

Agatha and Tarvek as they attempt to make repairs 

to the Castle (I.11.28). The three, soon joined by Higgs (I.11.31), continue the fight for the 

Castle, and it briefly seems as though Zola will win: she ensnares Agatha with a garrote and 

tries to flee the Castle with her as a hostage (I.11.32-3). When Zola’s escape attempt fails and 

only leaves Agatha wounded, Tarvek ambushes Zola and proceeds to pummel her bloody 

(I.11.36), an approach that would have worked, had Gil, unaware of what had just taken place, 

not intervened (I.11.37-8). The intervention allows her to escape, unconscious, in a flying 

machine (I.11.37-8). While not completely defeated, Zola is, at least for the moment, outside the 

Castle and no longer an immediate threat. 

 With Zola out of the way, the focus must turn to repairing the Castle. While repairs have 

been taking place to various degrees since Agatha and her allies entered, the Castle is still in a 

striking state of disrepair. At one point, when its systems fail, it can only fall back into running 

diagnostics—and playing its version of hold music: “I will attempt to execute a quick dio-gnostic 

routine. In the meantime, please enjoy this musical selection: Divertimento for String and 

                                                
65 For more detail on Zeetha and Violetta, see Feature #6 later in this chapter; for more detail on Airman Higgs, see 
chapter six—Corollary #3. 
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Garrucha” (I.9.87). Von Zinzer notes that this is not a one-time event (I.9.87), which speaks to 

the severity of the damage that Agatha must address. Agatha, Gil, and Tarvek work to make 

repairs throughout the Castle, including to the nursery and impluvium (I.11.46); an area with a 

major fire, which actually turns out to be an 

intentional part of the heating system (I.11.49, 

I.11.75); and the nerve center of the Castle 

(I.11.141). As they make repairs, the Castle regainst 

greater and greater control, but, as it notes, “my 

power is still failing” (I.11.141). Elsewhere, Von 

Zinzer and some of the others set to work rectifying 

that exact problem: “We don’t even need the Sparks 

for this. Sure, this is tough, but it’s not brains tough. 

It’s just hard work tough (I.11.26). The repairs are 

key in restoring the Castle’s power and ensuring both Agatha’s position and the safety of the 

town. 

 They must also secure the Castle against one other threat: Professor Tiktoffen, a 

prisoner and record-keeper within the Castle (I.7.114). It turns out, however, that Tiktoffen has 

also operated as a spy for nearly every major world power: “I worked for all of them! 

Wulfenbach, The Order, The Black Fleet, The Silent Librarians, Albia’s Intelligence, The 

Downunders, Sons of Franklin, The Master of Paris, all the Vaticans—hard to keep them all 

straight, sometimes! I was their inside man” (I.11.107)! But his goal is entirely self-serving, as he 

states that “[e]very fool in Europa wants to replace Klaus. I want to replace the Heterodyne! A 

town full of minions! This magnificent Castle!... It all needs a master! Me” (I.11.107)! 
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 Tiktoffen offers a more daunting challenge for Agatha when it comes to holding the 

Castle: he has the advantage in that he has spent years on the inside working with it and 

making repairs. When Agatha attempts to instruct 

the Castle to stop Tiktoffen and his supporters, it 

cannot—he has engineered a way to control it 

(I.11.108-9): 

It was broken, insane—like 

everything else around here. It 

needed a master—me! Repairing it, 

learning how it worked—how it 

thought—It was exhilarating! …But it 

was also dangerous—like a feral 

child with a doomsday device! I worked on the lion [the device that originally 

killed the Castle], but I doubt I would have ever used it. You saw more clearly 

than I did there, I’ll give you that. A brilliant solution. I’ll freely admit mine was 

nowhere near as elegant. No, I simply learned to tame the poor creature… And 

so I must beg your pardon, Lady Heterodyne—but your house belongs to me 

now. (I.11.109)  

Agatha may not be able to use the Castle against Tiktoffen, but he cannot use it against her, 

either (I.11.110). As long as he has a means of controlling the Castle, they have reached a 

stalemate. 

 Instead of using the Castle against each other, Agatha and Tiktoffen must resort to 

hand-to-hand combat instead. After a flurry of seemingly random blows by Agatha, Tiktoffen 

assumes that Agatha is no match for him: “I will be master of the strongest castle in the most 

Image 28: I.11.109 
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unconquerable town in Europa! Blissfully 

unencumbered, I might add, by a chit of a 

girl stupid enough to bring a spanner to a 

knife fight” (I.11.111)! 

 However, Agatha raises an important 

point: “It’s harder to break things with a 

knife,” and Tiktoffen notices, almost too late, 

that his controller has been smashed 

(I.11.111). He pleads with the Castle 

to take his side: “Do you hear me?! I 

came here willingly! I’ve spent years 

repairing you! Helping you! Making 

you stronger! You’ve got to choose 

me! You know I’m your friend! I’m the 

one who loves you” (I.11.112)! The 

Castle acknowledges what he has 

done but also affirms who its true 

master is: “…And I am fond of you, 

Professor—which is why I shall do this 

quickly. …But you did not repair me. I don’t believe you ever could have. I am not complete 

without a Heterodyne” (I.11.112). The affirmation is quite final, as it squashes Tiktoffen under a 

pillar (I.11.112). Repairing the Castle can now continue without either Zola or Tiktoffen providing 

distractions.  

 

 

 

Image 189: I.11.111 
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Save the City  

 Saving the Castle will also help in saving Mechanicsburg. As Herr Diamant tells Agatha, 

“Hold the Castle and there’s nothing you can’t do in Mechanicsburg” (I.7.114). Even though she 

may have only arrived in Mechanicsburg a short time earlier, it is clear Agatha is dedicated to 

this town and its people. “I do care about this town. It’s my family’s home. I’ve got to fight for it” 

(I.7.110). It becomes her priority, 

something that motivates all of her 

other actions. Even if she did not 

grow up here, she has a deep 

connection because of what the 

name Heterodyne means to Mechanicsburg. Her future Seneschal, Vanamonde Heliotrope, 

insists on getting her to a safe place once the Castle is operational again. “You’re the last 

Heterodyne—you have to be kept safe until the town is secure… At this point, what else can 

you do” (I.12.23)? As he is speaking, Agatha stops and stares, transfixed, at a statue of Bill and 

Barry Heterodyne. It seems to catalyze her response: “Wrong question. I am the Heterodyne. 

My town is under attack. The question is: What can’t I do (I.12.23)? Agatha has never shown 

any trepidation about owning her heritage, but this moment demonstrates just how connected 

she is to being a Heterodyne and leading Mechanicsburg. 

 She is hardly the only one working to save the town, though; the Castle’s former 

prisoners, at the Castle’s behest, have begun working to repair what the various attacking 

forces have damaged, with Von Zinzer taking the lead (I.12.113). When the other repairmen 

realize that he is Agatha’s “chief minion” (I.12.114), they immediately start follwing his lead, and 

Von Zinzer is a bit confused at his sudden position of authority. He has long resisted being 

identified as Agatha’s minion, but Dr. Mittelmind points out that this is a natural pecking order: 

“As with Sparks, so with minions—in any group, someone will emerge as ‘alpha’… You are the 

Lady Heterodyne’s chief minion. Therefore all other minions are subordinate to you. It’s 

Image 31: I.12.23 



139 
 

fascinating, really” (I.12.114). While he may not like it, Von Zinzer still carries out the Castle’s 

orders as though they are Agatha’s, and all progress helps to move it closer to functionality, as 

Professor Mezzasalma states: “No doubt you foresaw that each repair would allow it to see the 

next problem, yes” (I.12.116)? Von Zinzer, the reluctant minion, can only reply, “[n]o, I just know 

that it hates me” (I.12.116)! Whether it truly hates him or not, Von Zinzer still leads the repair 

efforts all over town (I.12.119)—no matter how much he fights it, he still works on behalf of the 

Castle and Agatha. 

 The efforts to repair the town prove essential as the siege against Mechanicsburg 

continues. As the situation worsens, Agatha heads up to the top of the Castle to recharge the 

Castle’s systems (I.12.170), flown there by Franz, the great dragon of Mechanicsburg. He offers 

her a fallback option if the devices don’t work: “You could give ‘em a good rant before you run, 

you know. Lots of Heterodynes have done it. They were always getting beat back, thwarted, 

foiled—‘s why you rule Mechanicsburg and not the world” (I.12.171). She would not be the first 

Heterodyne to run. But Agatha knows that running is not an option for her: “The old 

Heterodynes… my ancestors… whenever they were beaten back, they came here. No one 

could take Mechanicsburg. That was their strength. If I run away and lose Mechanicsburg, I—

we—have nowhere else to run to” (I.12.171). If she were to run, she would be letting her people 

down. 

 Even when confronted with the realities of the now-frozen Mechanicsburg, Agatha 

cannot turn her back on anyone, whether stuck inside the town or left outside in hiding. When a 

little boy asks her if she can “free the town,” she looks out at a room full of expectant faces and 

hesitates for only a brief moment before replying (I.13.146). “Well, I am the Heterodyne. So I 

guess I’ve got to do it—or die trying” (I.13.146). She has to free the city—there is no other 

option, even when it takes her to Paris and the court of the Master (II.2.81). 
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Defeat The Other  

 In addition to the need to repair the Castle and hold it to 

aid Mechanicsburg, Agatha’s redemptive tasks include 

defeating The Other. The Other is an overarching threat on both 

a grand scale and a personal one: while Lucrezia’s minions 

span Europa, her “presence” directly afflicts Agatha, who must 

work to keep The Other’s influence in her own head 

suppressed. So far, the only thing able to keep The Other 

subdued is Agatha’s locket. Zeetha makes the connection early 

in the storyline: “[W]hat I saw was not you. But when you put that brooch on—you came back” 

(I.6.148). This is reinforced elsewhere; for example, in placing her into the machine used to treat 

Tarvek, Violetta must remove Agatha’s locket. When she does, The Other takes over: “Ah! I’m 

back! What a lovely surprise” (I.10.12)! It happens again when the group is about to leave for 

Paris by train; in doing final preparations, an electric pulse shorts out smaller mechanical 

objects, including the locket—Lucrezia-as-Agatha again makes an appearance (II.2.39). Very 

little is keeping The Other under control, and ridding Agatha of her influence is part of the larger 

plan to defeat her. 

 Both Gil and Tarvek are closely involved with this 

process. Tarvek, thanks to his family’s machinations, 

knows quite a bit about what Lucrezia can do. He 

believes that, after learning from Lucrezia-as-Agatha in 

Sturmhalten, he can confidently get The Other out of 

Agatha’s head permanently and in such a way that the 

Baron would believe it (I.11.66). He has even developed 

an inoculation formula against wasp infection (I.12.44).  Gil takes that information, formulates 

the vaccine, and administers it to DuPree (I.12.55, I.12.57-9); she is the first recipient because, 
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as he notes to Tarvek, “[c]an you imagine what she’d be like if she were working for Lucrezia” 

(I.12.47)? It is a smarter move to keep the aggressive pirate assassin out of The Other’s 

service. The vaccine designed by Tarvek and crafted by Gil is proven to work by two of his 

agents—they witnessed a town being wasped, yet returned wasp-free (II.2.66). They may not 

yet have means to fully stop The Other, but the vaccine could at least slow the expansion of her 

forces. 

 This expansion is already pervasive throughout Europa, though, to the point that Agatha 

and her friends finish their time in Paris with still another fight against the Geisterdamen and 

their minions (II.4.116-7). When they surprise the Geisters, they and their minions are busy 

destroying evidence of their incursion into the city (II.4.116). The Geisters’ efforts are failing; 

they know they’ve been found out, and it has destroyed their plans (II.4.116), even if there are 

still revenants in thrall to The Other throughout Paris (II.4.123). Agatha, Zeetha, Violetta, and 

the Jägers fight the Geisters off and seize their papers to assist Colette as new Master of Paris 

(II.4.117), but this is merely the beginning of what will doubtless be a long fight for the new 

Master. 

 Despite temptation, Agatha must, as protagonist, confront challenges and serve as the 

redemptive figure. The tasks required center on the two major communities and the threats they 

face: Europa under threat by The Other, and Mechanicsburg under threat by multiple forces, 

including the Baron. She faces these redemptive tasks directly and with the urgency required, 

but despite her tenacity and heroic impulse, she finds herself and her progress impeded at 

points throughout the storyline. While many obstacles arise as she works to complete her tasks, 

some of the most powerful obstructions come from the same institutions that have found 

themselves in need of assistance in addressing their threats. 
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Feature #5: despite the presence of institutionally-based challenges,  

 While it is a given that the protagonist will likely face challenges or obfuscation in the 

course of their overarching redemptive task(s), as this is the root of the conflict that makes 

stories interesting, one point of divergence between the American Monomyth and the 

Transitional Monomyth is the idea that some of these challenges come from the very institutions 

that were in need of aid and assistance in the first place. 

 Earlier American Monomythic heroes, particularly those of the axial decade, were willing 

to work with the failed institutions to complete the task but would not join them, but by the 

1980s, the institutions had become the task—they were the entity to be fought (Lawrence and 

Jewett 152). This shift shows a “deeper aversion to institutions” present in the American 

Monomyth that can, when acted out, turn into “[m]ythicized zealotry” (303, 175). The institutions 

are “typically depicted as chaotic, irrational, and dishonest,” while the people “cannot 

communicate with each other rationally, cannot form an intelligent plan, and hence could never 

act effectively” (347). Under the American Monomyth, only the hero can save the day: at best, 

existing institutions are useless, and at worst, they are the problem the hero must address. 

 The American Monomyth, however, does not incorporate this into the framework of the 

myth, possibly because of the great potential for variation across that spectrum. In contrast, the 

Transitional Monomyth does have the idea of “institutionally-based challenges” built into its 

framework; while stories operating under this monomythic framework do demonstrate variation, 

the idea of running into varying degrees of challenge from official structures is a pervasive one. 

Consider, for example, how frequently a protagonist on a police procedural or medical drama 

runs afoul of policies, procedures, or politics. The character in these cases may even be 

working within the system, but some obstruction from that system still exists. These obstacles 

are generally not the entire task—another threat exists—but they do serve as an impediment66. 

                                                
66 There will, of course, be variation, and such variation does not automatically negate an artifact’s status under the 
Transitional Monomyth. Additionally, we could speculate at length about the causes of these institutionally-based 
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For Agatha and the characters of Girl Genius, some of these officially-based temporary 

impediments can also be converted into assets in accomplishing the larger task. 

 

Mechanicsburg  

 This is the case with Mechanicsburg and the Castle—the townspeople and the Castle 

initially serve as an obstruction as Agatha begins to establish herself as the Heterodyne. Both 

entities expect her to prove herself before she can move forward in her task. Even if part of her 

task is to save the town, she still must demonstrate that she is the one who should be doing it. 

 Soon after entering Mechanicsburg, Agatha visits a coffee shop to meet Vanamonde 

Heliotrope. Eventually he will be named her new Seneschal and take over for his grandfather, 

but at the very beginning of Agatha’s time in Mechanicsburg, he must be convinced about her 

validity as a Heterodyne. He is initially shocked by the idea that, on top of Zola claiming the title, 

Agatha has now appeared to make a claim as well (I.7.37). He and the café’s patrons and staff 

are taken aback when she, riding a caffeine rush, begins to take over the coffee shop in an 

effort to rebuild and improve Vanamonde’s personal coffee engine. Agatha rushes around the 

shop, giving orders as she carries out her planned improvements, and, much to Vanamonde 

and his grandfather’s surprise, the townspeople are swept up in the process: “She… just gave a 

direct order to Rinja… and didn’t get smacked! She couldn’t—“ (I.7.39). But Van’s grandfather 

knows better—“She certainly could! Listen to her! Can’t you feel it? This girl is a Spark” (I.7.39)! 

Van is skeptical, but when he starts to take orders from her without thinking (I.7.40), he starts to 

believe her claim. 

 Her energy and enthusiasm prove contagious as she sweeps through the coffee shop, 

providing instructions and catalyzing guild members, staff members, and customers into working 

on her project with her (I.7.41). Krosp identifies the situation at a glance: “I get it. A whole town 

                                                
challenges (perhaps it has to do with “proving” how much the protagonist wants to achieve their goals and how far 
they are willing to go to do it), but definitive answers are, for the moment, outside the scope of this project. 
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of minions and no master” (I.7.41). The current Seneschal agrees, stating, “one of our jobs is to 

keep outsiders from realizing that… A lot of folks desperately want a new Heterodyne. Any new 

Heterodyne” (I.7.41-2). It should be easy, then, to get the populace to buy into the idea of 

Agatha as the Heterodyne. However, the Seneschal sees the darker side of it: 

They look like a nice bunch of folks, don’t they? But 

they’re descended from a long line of brigands and cut-

throats—and they don’t like to be disappointed. Trying to 

con these people is a very bad idea… by now, a lot of 

them will have heard that she’s supposedly a Heterodyne. 

That ups the ante. Now they’re watching her. Judging her. 

Now, she’d better be the real thing. (I.7.43)  

The next strip features Agatha hard at work; the top corners show a group of suspicious 

townspeople answering her questions. Their suspicion turns to joy as she wields her tools and 

sets to work; the Seneschal and his grandson can only look on in awe and surprise as she does 

so (I.7.44—see Appendix A for the full-sized strip). This tone shift from suspicion to elation is 

striking, but it does mean that she has likely 

won the town over. The arrival of some 

Wulfenbach troops sent to capture Agatha 

confirms that they have fully accepted her as 

the Heterodyne—as their Heterodyne: when 

the troops state that their “orders are to bring 

her in. Whether dead or alive is at our 

discretion,” the townspeople surround them 

(I.7.55). A throng of angry citizens armed with 

everything from forks and ladles to brooms and pikes encircle the soldiers, telling them that 

Image 34: I.7.43 

Image 35: I.7.44 
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“[y]ou mess with the Mistress—you mess with Mechanicsburg” (I.7.55)! Where the people of 

Mechanicsburg are concerned, it is official—she is theirs.  

 Convincing the Castle is the next step. While Agatha may have dealt with Zola and 

Tiktoffen and successfully kept these potential usurpers from holding the Castle, the Castle itself 

must confirm that she is indeed a Heterodyne before it allows her to take charge. As she and 

Von Zinzer plunge deeper into the Castle, Agatha tries to remind it of who she is and that she 

had already spoken with it earlier. But because of the damage, it does not remember the 

exchange: 

AGATHA: I’m the rightful Heterodyne. 

CASTLE: Oh, really. 

AGATHA: Yes. Really. I spoke to you in the crypt. I’m supposed to get to the 

library. 

CASTLE: The Crypt? Hmm. I don’t remember that. 

AGATHA: I didn’t expect you to. I’m here to repair you. (I.8.60) 

The Castle does not yet 

believe her claims, so 

Agatha must push further 

into the edifice to what 

she believes is the 

library—and instead turns 

out to be a test: the Castle summons an elevated brick walkway, telling her that “I do insist on a 

leap of faith” (I.8.63). It then taunts Agatha as she crosses the walkway: “Aren’t you afraid I’ll 

drop you” (I.8.64)? She, however, has a good grasp on the situation: “No—you’re messed up, 

but you want a Heterodyne. You say you don’t believe me, but you haven’t killed me yet 

because you’re not sure” (I.8.64). She knows that the Castle may taunt and tease, but it still 

Image 36: I.8.63 
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needs a Spark—ideally a Heterodyne—to repair it, and it cannot afford to behave capriciously 

until she has confirmed herself. 

 After she arrives at 

the chapel, the Castle 

reminds her that this is a life 

or death situation: “This is 

where you will prove your 

claim—or die” (I.8.65). The 

walls are adorned with 

assorted bones, while the 

floor is paved in skulls, and Agatha is warned that many other claimaints have come to a bad 

end (I.8.65-6). When she places her hand in the mouth of the testing mechanism, she affirms, a 

little shakily, that “I am a Heterodyne. I… I know I am” before wondering how the machine and 

Castle will know (I.8.68). It bites down on her arm as the Castle declares: “Blood” (I.8.68). The 

next the audience sees, Von Zinzer greets a confident Agatha striding across a greatly 

improved bridge back to the main part of the Castle: 

VON ZINZER: So, you got the job, then? 

AGATHA: Oh, yes. (I.8.82) 

The Castle has recognized her, or rather, this part of the Castle has. The fragmented internal 

mechanisms means that she must prove herself more than once where the Castle is concerned, 

which takes time but often takes place as she and her allies make repairs. 

 Repairing the Castle also makes it more aware of the sections that have acknowledged 

her position as Heterodyne: “Wait—yes. We spoke in the crypts. Yes. And now here you are… 

You’ve made it to the library… well done” (I.11.28). The repairwork is so successful that the 

Castle is soon able to assist in the town’s defenses, directing Vanamonde and his staff in where 

to send additional repair crews. The Castle even takes a bold step: “Hear me now: I hereby 

Image 37: I.8.68 
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recognize Agatha Heterodyne as the Lady of Mechanicsburg, and Vanamonde Von Mekkhan as 

her Seneschal” (I.11.142). The Castle has publicly acknowledged her at last, which not only 

removes this particular institutional challenge but also allows her legitimacy in the eyes of both 

the town and the rest of the Empire. It even coaches her as Agatha herself announces her claim 

to the townspeople: 

CASTLE: Come on, you have to say it! Just like I told you! 

AGATHA: Oh, all right… <shouting> People of Mechanicsburg, the Castle is 

mine! I am the Heterodyne! 

CASTLE: Go on, the whole thing! 

AGATHA: <sigh> Okay, okay! <shouting> Tremble before me! (I.11.154) 

Clearly, the Castle has a very specific idea about how these things should be done, and it wants 

Agatha to do things right. This institutional challenge is now firmly an ally. 

 

The Storm King   

 Far less of an ally is the new claimant to the throne of the Storm King, Martellus Von 

Blitzengard. Martellus, often called Tweedle by his family, has laid claim to the title, despite it 

being rightfully Tarvek’s. The two quarrel over the title and over Agatha:  

TARVEK: Tweedle, you can’t just 

replace me. I’m the legitimate heir, 

and you know it. 

MARTELLUS: You are entirely too 

caught up in your own ridiculous 

worldview. Anyone with sense 

would have had this girl shot 

before she had the chance to 
Image 38: I.13.51 
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cause all this trouble. But I suppose you found it “romantic” that she was an 

actual descendant— 

TARVEK: Don’t you dare try to replace her now. Agatha is a Spark. A strong one. 

The Baron knows who she is. The Castle has recognized her. Acknowledged 

her. The Baron’s son will kill you if you try to harm her—but only if I don’t do it 

first. (I.13.51).  

Martellus concedes some of Tarvek’s points, then mutters an aside: “And don’t worry. I realize 

that the time for replacing her is long past” (I.13.51). As Storm King, Martellus is working his 

own angle on the Heterodyne, and soon, with the others distracted by the arrival of possible 

Wulfenbach forces, he kidnaps Agatha and drags her away (I.13.53). In the pursuit that follows, 

he knifes Tarvek and leaves him for dead (I.13.55) while continuing to drag Agatha toward a 

portal (I.13.57). She fights back doggedly as he affirms that he is, in fact, “rescuing you” 

(I.13.57), and he succeeds in pulling her through a portal that not only lands her in his mountain 

refuge but also serves to distort time (I.13.60, I.13.76). 

 In attempting to subdue her, he alters her body chemistry to guarantee that she cannot 

go far from him: “I won’t bore you with the chemistry, but if you get too far from me for too long, 

you’ll die. …But don’t worry. All you have to do is hang decoratively on my arm, and you’ll be 

fine” (I.13.70). He intends to use her for his own ends, whether to control her town and title, to 

further legitimize his claim to the throne, or to fulfill the earlier conspiracy regarding installing a 

fake Heterodyne for the Storm King 

to claim (it is not made particularly 

clear which is the case). Agatha is 

not concerned with his motives but 

with undoing the chemical “tinkering” 

he has done; she knocks him out and 

shackles him as she tries to figure Image 39: I.13.119 



149 
 

out a solution (I.13.71). She soon does, by applying the same effects to a wasp eater (I.13.73). 

She, Violetta, and Krosp are now able to attempt an escape (I.13.74), although their successful 

flight (I.13.93) results in Martellus, his sister, and his staff following in hot pursuit (I.13.95, 

I.13.99) so that he claim what—or who—he rightfully believes to be his (I.13.106). It is only with 

the intervention of the Jägers that Agatha is able to fully get away from Martellus (I.13.118-9), 

and this is not the last she sees of him. 

 Agatha never completely defeats Martellus 

as such, although he is far less objectionable when 

she encounters him in the future. When both 

Martellus and Agatha are working with the Corbettite 

Monastery to defeat a monster threatening the 

railways, he insists that they are on the same side; 

Agatha does not believe him and wonders what side 

he will be on after they have conquered the monster (II.1.114). He is quick to reply: “When our 

enemy is defeated and you are surrounded by my troops—not to mention a properly cowed and 

grateful order of monks allied to my cause by their own pope? Why, I will do all I can to speed 

you on your way to Paris” (II.1.114)! Indeed, while he does prove helpful in defeating the 

monster, he has not completely abandoned his slightly possessive streak when it comes to 

Agatha. After he grabs hold of her, she knees him in the groin and leaves him writhing on the 

ground; from this position he offers some useful insights on the situation (II.1.117). When 

Agatha thanks him for his input, he weakly replies, still on the floor, that “I… I take a quiet joy in 

the approbation of my colleagues” (II.1.117). He is not defeated, but at the same time, at this 

point he generally ceases to be a significant institutionally-based challenge67 to Agatha or her 

larger tasks, perhaps because he realizes, finally, that she is formidable enough to resist him. 

                                                
67 As of the time of this writing, he has played an important role in the battle for Paris, but he has yet to make another 
serious attempt on Agatha or her title as the Heterodyne. 

Image 40: II.1.114 
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The Master of Paris   

 The Master of Paris’ institutional opposition is smaller in terms of outright aggression, but 

it still has some impact on Agatha’s goals. When she arrives in Paris to find information on how 

to undo the time stop affecting Mechanicsburg, the Master soon meets with her and expresses 

his displeasure. From atop the Awful Tower68 he states clearly: “I do not like Heterodynes in my 

city” (II.2.80). He is skeptical that freeing the frozen city will be a good idea, noting that “your 

precious town is safe, along with its people… Not to mention that—as a bonus—the world is 

safe from them. It is only a pity that their Heterodyne is not sealed away with them… your 

people are a plague upon this land” (II.2.81). He knows what the old Heterodynes were capable 

of, and he is intensely suspicious of Agatha. 

 However, he does not bar her from the city entirely. Rather than throw her out, he 

permits her “three days”—“I have an old rule that I have applied on rare occasions. For those 

few of your family with more to offer than strife and death—I grant the opportunity to earn some 

small time in Paris. You currently have seventy-two hours to your account” (II.2.82). This 

includes both what Agatha has earned by helping to prevent a takeover of the city and what her 

father and uncle had earned previously (II.2.82). It does not seem like much, and it certainly 

counts as an institutional challenge, but the battle for Paris soon serves as a distraction from 

both the task at hand and from the time frame imposed upon Agatha and her allies. 

 

A Brief Note on the Baron as Institutional Challenge  

 Baron Wulfenbach would seem to count as a significant institutionally-based challenge, 

and, in some ways, he does function in that role—the Baron and the Empire are threatened by 

The Other, but it also behooves them to want restriction on the Heterodyne, and this poses a 

challenge for Agatha. However, the Baron is also integral to the storyline as its chief antagonist, 

                                                
68 This is not a typo—the edifice is referred to as the Awful Tower and bears a strong resemblance to the Eiffel 
Tower, just with a more steampunk-themed design. 
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especially where Mechanicsburg is concerned. Defeating the Baron would not remove a 

temporary impediment; it would serve to end the story (or at least one major segment of it). This 

seems to be the point of distinction; the difference between an institutionally-based challenge 

and the main antagonistic force seems to be the outcome: would the plot advance or conclude 

with the defeat of this opponent? This specific feature will likely change from pop culture product 

to product, but for Girl Genius, the Baron seems to fall on the latter side of that line. 

 
IX. Feature #6: finding aid through various means, conventional and not,  

 In the American Monomyth, the (super)hero finds him- or herself “aided by fate”—this 

could be read as divine assistance, as superpowers, or simply that their victory was meant to 

happen. While it is possible that this could also be the case in the Transitional Monomyth, more 

frequently the aid comes in more tangible forms. As the Transitional monomythic protagonist no 

longer needs to avoid making personal connections, sidekicks, mentors, and allies now can play 

a bigger role and be more well-developed than the two-dimensional secondary characters often 

seen in the American Monomyth. The idea of “aided by fate” may not directly carry over into the 

Transitional Monomyth, but there is still room for aid from unconventional sources. This could be 

superpowers, robots, or other genre-appropriate assistance. In Girl Genius, Agatha receives aid 

and support from both conventional and unconventional sources. While there are many 

characters that play significant roles in the life of Agatha Heterodyne, for the sake of focus, this 

section evaluates just four: Zeetha, Violetta, the Castle, and the townspeople. 

 

Conventional Means  

 Conventional means of assistance generally are the characters that immediately come 

to mind as advisors, sidekicks, companions, friends, and more. While most characters filling 

these roles are likely to be human, this may not always be the case—the genre will dictate what, 
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exactly, counts as a conventional supporting character and how they carry out this role for the 

benefit of the protagonist. 

 

Zeetha  

 After Krosp, Zeetha is, quite possibly, one of Agatha’s most consistent companions. 

Zeetha is from Skifander, an isolated jungle location, and was sent out to accompany 

researchers to “see what the rest of the world was up to” (I.4.17). But due to illness and the 

trauma of a pirate attack on the researchers’ airship, Zeetha does not remember where she was 

“picked up,” nor how to get home again (I.4.17-8). She started traveling with Master Payne’s 

Circus of Adventure, trying to find her way back (I.4.19), and this is where she first meets 

Agatha. 

 Zeetha and Agatha first meet when Agatha and Krosp find the Circus, and it is at the 

Circus that Zeetha first pledges to train Agatha as a warrior to meet the needs of her new life as 

a Heterodyne. While Agatha believes that Gil and the Baron now consider her dead, Zeetha is 

not so naïve. “They’ll be back—and you must be ready… There is a serious flaw in this ‘perfect 

plan’—one that could ruin 

everything. You’re not really dead. 

Now are you” (I.4.59)? If Agatha is 

to survive, then she needs to 

learn to be a warrior, and Zeetha 

pledges to teach her: “Know, 

Agatha Clay, that the warrior tradition of the Royal House of Skifander is old, proud, and 

jealously guarded. In this life I am allowed to train one other besides my own daughters. I have 

chosen you” (I.4.63). 

Image 41: I.4.64 
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 They are now bonded through this training; they are now “kolee-dok-zumil” (I.4.63). 

When Agatha asks what that means, Zeetha thinks about it: “Ah—kind of hard to translate. Sort 

of like ‘teacher and student.’ Sort of like ‘cause and effect.’ Mostly, like ‘grindstone and knife’” 

(I.4.64). This last comparison is accompanied by a resounding smack on the head that begins 

warrior training. When Agatha later complains to Krosp, he reminds her that she will need these 

skills: “You’ve got to be tough! You’ve got to be quick! That’s important enough that you’ve got 

to make some sacrifices” (I.4.65). The warrior training continues, and it comes in handy more 

than once during the storyline. At one point, Agatha dodges and rolls to escape a barrage of 

gunfire; once under cover, she breathlessly states “Thank you, Zeetha. 

Thank you, Zeetha”  (I.9.51). Agatha also starts to learn to think like a 

warrior. When preparing to meet the Castle for the first time, Zeetha 

figures that Agatha would rather see Gil first, but Agatha knows that the 

smarter move is establishing herself and “holding the Castle” because 

she has to be able to fight from “a position of strength” and instead sends 

Zeetha to make contact with him (I.7.110). Zeetha is clearly quite proud: 

“I’ll make a warrior out of you yet” (I.7.110)! Agatha is learning valuable 

skills from the Skifandrian princess, and the assistance she receives from Zeetha does not end 

there.  

 Zeetha is often one of the first to vault into the 

fray—any fray—in defense of Agatha and the rest of 

the group. When a clank begins to attack Agatha and 

her friends in the Castle cellar, it is Zeetha who 

literally leaps into action, landing feet-first and 

knocking the clank down  (I.10.26). Fighting comes 

naturally to Zeetha: even while moving through 

Mechanicsburg, having her own soliloquy moment, she is fighting Wulfenbach soldiers almost 

Image 42: I.9.51 

Image 43: I.13.18 
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as an afterthought. Shortly after being severely injured, she is up on the move again, against 

Mamma Gkika’s and Higgs’ orders. “So I’m up helping defend the town. So what? I am Zeetha! 

Daughter of Chump! What’s he [Higgs] going to do, spank me?... Should I—a royal princess of 

Skifander—cower in my bed while my friends fight for their lives? Never” (I.13.18)! Zeetha is 

committed to her friends, and the best way to show that commitment is to be upright and 

fighting, and she demonstrates this throughout the storyline.  

 More than just being a trainer or defender, however, Zeetha also becomes one of 

Agatha’s closest friends and mentors. She is one of the first to believe Agatha when she says 

she was possessed by The Other: “We are kolee-dok-zumil. I know you. And what I saw was 

not you. But when you put that brooch on, you came back. So you keep it on until you’re strong 

enough to handle whatever’s in there” (I.6.149). Zeetha supports her further when Agatha states 

that the locket kept her talents suppressed, but she now feels her “mind has become too strong 

for it”: “So—something that reminds you that you’re strong? That’s good. Any warrior would 

cherish such a powerful symbol. You were meant to have this” (I.6.149). Even if Agatha is 

fighting an impressive internal battle, Zeetha supports her. 

 Zeetha not only provides emotional support, she provides “princess lessons” for her 

friend. “First lesson: every princess needs a battle axe… Come on. I saw some armor in a 

burning museum that’s to die for” (I.12.72). While trying on armor to properly outfit the new 

Heterodyne, Zeetha counsels her friend about needing to act more like a war queen (I.12.73) 

and paying attention to tactics: 
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ZEETHA: Mechanicsburg is sealed. You’re 

not going anywhere. Ugh. Especially in that. 

AGATHA: What? I thought it looked 

dangerous… 

ZEETHA: Only to you. The Empire is also 

isolating you.  

AGATHA: Ah. You mean we’ll have no allies. 

ZEETHA: Right. (I.12.74)  

It has the feel of a cross between a mall trip and a strategy meeting, but it is effective: Agatha 

has the chance for one-on-one conversation with a warrior princess on how to effectively 

become one69. Even the Jägers understand the value of this moment aside; when General 

Gkika approaches the building and insists on talking to Agatha, Oggie stops her: 

She’s in dere haffing sum gurl tok vit her friend. She vas not born und raised as a 

daughter of de Heterodynes. Vot she is doink now—becoming de Heterodyne—

iz a leedle like ven vun becomes a Jager, hy tink. Even for a schmot gurl like her, 

iz bound to be a leedle hard. (I.12.75) 

He may end up a little roughed up by the General for his opinion (I.12.76), but it is accurate: 

there is a psychological benefit to having someone assist Agatha in becoming who she is meant 

to be. To them, Zeetha’s value is in her being a friend to Agatha, something that Higgs also 

understands. 

 After she is wounded in the fight with Zola, Higgs carries Zeetha out of the Castle to get 

aid. The Castle scolds him for leaving, but he reminds it that Zeetha is important: 

                                                
69 It also serves as just one example of how Girl Genius passes the Bechdel Test. 

Image 44: I.12.74 
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CASTLE: The Heterodyne needs the strongest 

protectors— 

HIGGS: She needs this girl! 

CASTLE: Hmf. She is a very good fighter, but she will 

be no help at all in her current state. 

HIGGS: Which is why I’m taking her to Mamma. And 

anyway, it ain’t the fighting the Lady needs her for. 

CASTLE: …Ah! You’re talking about experimental 

subjects! 

HIGGS: No. 

CASTLE: Monster fodder? 

HIGGS: I’m talking about friends, you mud hut. How many of the Masters have 

had real friends? People they could trust? People who actually liked them? 

(I.11.41)  

There is more to Zeetha than just fighting; Agatha relies on that, and the other characters know 

it. Even the warrior characters—Higgs and the Jägers—acknowledge that despite her fighting 

prowess, Zeetha helps Agatha in more ways than just defensive ones. 

 

Violetta Mondarev  

 There is no shortage of warrior characters willing to help Agatha. Violetta first appears in 

the storyline at the same time Tarvek does—as a Smoke Knight, she is sworn to protect him 

and his family, and this is exactly what she is doing when they arrive in the Castle, crashing in 

on one of the Castle’s rogue systems, a large tiger clank (I.8.94). More specifically, Tarvek is 

riding the clank, and Violetta is doing her best to keep him from getting killed, all after going 

through the effort of breaking him out of custody in the Great Hospital: “And suddenly it’s my job 

to drag the royal pain here out of the fire! And the Wulfenbach guards are chasing us, and 

Image 45: I.11.41 
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they’re shooting to kill. And we’ve got nowhere to go… So bright boy here says: ‘We’ll head for 

the Castle! They won’t chase us in there’” (I.8.94, I.8.100)! Clearly, Violetta is no fan of her 

cousin after having had to deal with him since childhood70.  

 She is, however, a fan of Agatha’s, and Tarvek, while near death, places Violetta into 

Agatha’s service: “I’m really sorry for the trouble I’ve caused you. But I’m going to make it up to 

you. Since I’m going to die—I’m releasing you from all duties to the family and the Order and 

sending you into the service of the Lady Heterodyne… So you obey Agatha, keep her safe” 

(I.9.81). While he doesn’t end up dead, Violetta is still sworn to Agatha’s service, and she 

couldn’t be happier. 

 As Agatha’s defender, Violetta uses her skills to ensure her safety, even when it is 

Lucrezia speaking through Agatha. When Lucrezia takes over, Violetta does not fall for her lies: 

“So you’re the evil twin thing, eh? Tarvek said you could be really convincing” (I.10.12). When 

Lucrezia-as-Agatha breaks loose, Violetta must subdue her without seriously wounding her or 

without letting her wound anyone else (I.10.33), as it may be Lucrezia in control but Agatha’s 

body, and she reminds Zeetha of the same: “You’d better let up, or you’re really going to hurt 

her” (I.10.35). They manage to subdue her, and Agatha regains control long enough to get the 

locket back on (I.10.37-9). 

 Violetta is even willing to oppose members of her own family 

to protect Agatha. When Martellus abducts Agatha, Violetta 

ambushes him and only narrowly misses stabbing him (I.12.58). While 

she cannot stop him from pulling Agatha through the portal, Violetta 

successfully uses her sleight of hand training to trick him and buy 

Agatha time to escape Martellus’ fortress (I.13.74) and helps her to 

                                                
70 She does have a moment of understanding with him later in the storyline—she found out that he had put her into a 
miserable assignment that she hated, but it was for the sake of keeping her safe—and proceeds to give him good 
advice on Agatha because “if you’ll do that for me, you’ll burn down hell to keep someone you love alive” (I.11.131). 

Image 46: I.12.58 
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evade both Gil’s forces and Martellus as they flee through the mountains (I.13.109-10); when 

Violetta is ensnared by a trap set by Gil’s clanks, she encourages Agatha to keep running and 

leave her behind: “I’ll be fine, so run” (I.13.110)! A few strips later, Violetta catches up, and 

together, they continue their escape (I.13.114, 116). 

 

Well-Rounded Sidekicks  

 Violetta and Zeetha are both excellent fighters and devoted to Agatha and helping 

achieve her mission. But this could be true for any sidekick or secondary character under the 

American (or possibly even classical) monomythic structure. What makes the secondary 

characters of the Transitional Monomyth different? The answer lies in their more well-rounded 

presentation—both Zeetha and Violetta offer more than just devoted muscle. They are nuanced 

characters with interests and abilities beyond just serving the protagonist. 

 Both Zeetha and Violetta develop love interests during the course of the storyline and 

feel free to pursue these interests (with varying degrees of success) as the narrative 

progresses. Zeetha falls for the dashing Airman Higgs, who clearly knows how to best 

compliment an Amazon. When the two first meet, it is at Mamma Gkika's bar, amidst a crowd of 

brawling Jagermonsters. He suspects she has gotten separated from her group, and he asks if 

she is with a group of "smart guys": 

ZEETHA: Wait--how do you know they're smart? 

HIGGS: They're not fighting a bar full of Jägers. 

ZEETHA: Heh. Good one. Hey! Just what are you implying? 

HIGGS: Miss--you look so extraordinarily dangerous, I wouldn't think of implying 

anything. (I.8.53) 
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Although it is clear in the next 

panel that Higgs realizes that he 

barely survived that interaction, 

the groundwork has been laid for 

further development between the 

two. Zeetha is Agatha's mentor 

and trainer, and Higgs is a 

Wulfenbach airman assigned to assist Gil, so the two do spend a great deal of time together. 

 Zeetha and Higgs do become close enough that, when Zola runs Zeetha through with a 

sword, Higgs is immediately at her side. Zola taunts him: "Aw--too bad, sailor boy! She just 

wasn't as good as she thought she was" (I.10.119-20). His response shows that the affection 

was mutual: "Yes... but I vas starting to like her71" (I.10.120). He also 

takes care of her as she recuperates at Mamma Gkika’s, where he 

lectures her about how being overconfident almost killed her and 

reminds her that there are plenty of people who could teach her quite a 

bit if she’s willing to learn (I.11.58). She rages back: “I will learn 

whatever it takes to protect Agatha! And then—I will kick your butt” 

(I.11.58)! He can only smile and reply, “That’s a date” (I.11.58)! It 

proves a successful courtship; as the Baron’s forces retreat (just prior to the time stop), Higgs 

finally admits how he feels about her:  

HIGGS: I told you, there are people here who—who need you!  

ZEETHA: Aw, come on. I’ll be fine! And besides, Agatha’s got— 

HIGGS: Me! Me! Not the Lady Heterodyne—me! (I.13.38) 

                                                
71 Note the interesting dialect slip here—this slip does not happen anywhere else in the storyline, but it does point to 
some rather interesting theories about who—or what—Airman Higgs really is. For more on Higgs, see chapter six—
Corollary #3. 
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In response, she pulls him into a transport clank and kisses him deeply as the Wulfenbach 

forces leave town. Their romance has continued through the rest of the storyline to date. 

 While Zeetha may have found true love, Violetta is finding the process a little more 

difficult. She has fallen for Von Zinzer, the mechanic who has found himself Agatha's chief 

minion. The first time they meet, Violetta has just moved Agatha out of harm's way and is 

surprised that Von Zinzer was able to reach the same vantage point in the rafters with great 

ease. When he denies being a Smoke Knight in disguise, she presses him further: "You must 

have some secret knowledge" (I.8.96)! He replies matter-of-factly: "I don't have any 'secret 

knowledge.' I just don't want to die" (I.8.96). Whatever the source of his skills, Violetta is clearly 

impressed. 

 However, the crush she starts to build on Von Zinzer is not reciprocated; he seems to 

spend more time doting on Fraulein Snaug, Doctor Mittelmind's minion (I.10.67), and on Sanaa 

Wilhelm (I.12.115). She is clearly frustrated by the lack of attention (I.10.67), and even Tarvek 

gets a chance to needle her about her crush: "You'll just have to find someone else to vent your 

frustration on. Maybe that Von Zinzer fellow" 

(I.11.77)? Violetta is clearly discouraged and can only 

hope to catch his eye again. 

 When she and Zeetha get trapped within a 

building under attack, Violetta can only bemoan her 

helpless and hopeless state: “Why am I here? I’m not 

cool like you! You’re a real warrior! You’re good at 

this, and you’re fighting for your friend—You’re not 

going to die out here like a complete idiot, just to… to show off for some guy you hardly even 

know” (I.13.13)! Zeetha can only look at her bandage, evidently reflecting on Higgs’ earlier 

lecture, then tells Violetta with a grin, “Yeah, that’d be the stupidest way to die ever. Come on, 

let’s get out of here” (I.13.13). Perhaps Zeetha is taking his advice after all: showing off may not 

Image 49: I.13.13 
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be the best course of action. The difference here is that Zeetha does find love in the end (so 

far), while Violetta’s affections are never reciprocated (again, so far), but this helps add to the 

realism in these two characters—happy resolutions are not universal. 

 Violetta does, however, have hobbies, something that the earlier cardboard sidekicks did 

not always have. She shares a brief moment with two other Smoke Knights. When one 

comments on the church the group finds themselves in, Agatha expresses surprise. He states 

that, “I studied ecclesiastical architecture at the university!... Being a Smoke Knight is what I do, 

not what I am” (II.3.121). Another Smoke Knight states that she writes “poetry about cheese,” 

while Violetta plays “the gamba” (II.3.121). It may seem like a brief non-sequitur moment, but it 

has a purpose; this brief interlude adds details to characters that would otherwise likely be quite 

flat. These are more than just Smoke Knights, they are full characters in their own right. 

 This fullness of character development also applies to less visible characteristics. Fighter 

characters, particularly secondaries, are not always considered the most intelligent. However, 

as part of providing more well-rounded and nuanced characters, the storyline does give Zeetha, 

Violetta, and DuPree a moment in which they show their brainpower. As Agatha, Gil, and an 

order of Sparky monks work on a train system, the trio are left to their own devices. Zeetha and 

DuPree sit down and enjoy some tea and cake before being joined by Violetta (II.2.36). It starts 

out with light conversation about their prowess as fighters: 

DUPREE: Do you even know how much stuff I’ve killed? 

ZEETHA: Hey, I don’t even keep track of how much I’ve killed. 

DUPREE: Oh, sure. Numbers, right? (II.2.36) 

The conversation, however, soon takes a more serious turn, as the three discuss Gil and 

Agatha—both are analyzing and studying each other, and DuPree is “kind of counting on that, 

actually” (II.2.37). Zeetha takes the lead in speculating why: 

There’s something wrong with Gil—that much is obvious. Agatha is pretty sure 

it’s some kind of mind control, and she’s probably right. It would explain why 
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DuPree here doesn’t want to say too much—secrets of the Empire and all that—

but she doesn’t like it. And she thinks Agatha might be able to fix it. (II.2.38) 

Zeetha is on point with this analysis of the situation, as 

seen in DuPree’s visible discomfort.  DuPree also supports 

this by stating, “you’re not as big a muscle-brain as you 

pretend to be” (II.2.38). This is Zeetha’s opportunity to 

demonstrate that she can be both brain and brawn—they 

are not necessarily mutually exclusive, particularly in 

supporting characters. 

 While Violetta does not say much during this 

particular interlude, she does have a moment with Tarvek in which she provides a helpful 

analysis of the romantic situation in which he finds himself. After Agatha has her passionate 

moment with Gil, Tarvek begins to sulk, while Violetta is convinced that Tarvek is, in fact, the 

chosen suitor; with the Baron presumed dead and Gil as the heir, he is no longer just a love 

interest, he is the new ruler of Europa, and courting Agatha would create a significant 

discrepancy in terms of power dynamics (I.11.130). She leads him to the conclusion that he 

would be the natural choice instead: 

You’re a Spark, use your brain! Sure—if she marries 

kissy-boy, she’ll be happy… but she’d be giving up a lot 

of her power, and I’m concerned about how long she’d 

live. Now you, you’re a total sneak. You’ll weave treaties, 

build alliances—you’ll rebuild the Empire of the Storm 

King from scratch—right here in Mechanicsburg! …And 

because you’re both starting from the same level, you’ll 

have a much better chance of working together—and 

being happy—for a long, long time! (I.11.132) 

Image 50: II.2.38 
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Violetta is as on-point with this bit of political strategizing as Zeetha was with DuPree: there are 

dynamics in play that Tarvek, Agatha, and Gil are all subject to, and Tarvek stands a better 

chance of a favorable outcome if he pays attention to them. 

 While it also helps reinforce the idea that both Zeetha and Violetta are far more than 

meets the eye, this interlude also demonstrates the idea, explored in more depth in Corollary #3 

(chapter six), that under the Transitional Monomyth, secondary characters often have a clearer 

grasp on the situation than do the primaries. As is often the case in works of Shakespeare, the 

supporting characters often have a better handle on the plot and its nuances than the main 

characters do; as non-main characters, they can provide insights (often buried in other 

commentary) that the fully-immersed and focused main characters do not themselves observe. 

 

Unconventional Means 

 Anything generally unexpected or anything atypical for the genre or the world of the work 

in question would fall into the category of unconventional means of assistance. If the genre or 

work allow for the direct intervention of gods in the plot, for example, then such divine 

intervention would count as conventional. However, if gods do not take a regular, active role in 

the lives of the characters, then a moment of divine intervention would count as unexpected. In 

Girl Genius, there are two major unconventional means of assistance: the Castle and the 

townspeople. 

 

The Castle  

 In a world where talking cats, constructs, clanks, and Jägermonsters are part of the daily 

tableau, it may seem as though the Castle would count as a conventional means of assistance. 

However, despite a technologically complex world, a thinking, reasoning edifice that can carry 

on conversation, direct repairs and defenses, and manage the timeline and needs of an entire 
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dynasty is still unique. While there may be many castles in Europa, there is only one Castle; 

neither the castle at Sturmhalten nor Castle Wulfenbach show any indication of having these 

characteristics, nor is there any mention of other castles having similar characteristics. 

 The Castle as a thinking, reasoning edifice offers some unique advantages. Agatha, in 

controlling the Castle, not only has a home base, she also has both a means of city-wide 

defense and an advisor who has knowledge of the Heterodyne family for hundreds of years72. 

The Castle has been an enduring presence in the town; “[t]he first Castle Heterodyne was built 

in 1042 by the Ht’rok-Din’s son, ‘Knife.’ It was destroyed and rebuilt three times before the 

present structure was erected in 1298” (I.7.22). It sits on the River Dyne, which is “more than 

just water” and was, at the time of the first Heterodyne, “a small spring, dedicated to the local 

battle goddess” (I.9.111-2). The current Castle was constructed by Faustus Heterodyne, who 

figured out how to take the waters of the Dyne, considered to have “interesting effects,” and 

“spin a powerful energy” from them (I.9.113). The Castle takes great pride in its capabilities, and 

these capabilities and reach span from very small-scale responses to major defensive actions 

that protect the entire town. 

 When it comes to small-scale actions, the Castle demonstrates great control and 

accuracy. In trying to get the attention of the Castle Heterodyne prisoners, who had previously 

been instructed to kill Agatha, the Castle puts the squeeze—literally—on one of the louder 

inmates. The Castle reassures Agatha: “Oh, don’t worry. They’re very obedient, once you get 

their attention” (I.11.95). The prisoner finds himself pressed between two stone slabs—unhurt 

                                                
72 While the years of the various construction periods are given, the exact current year of the storyline are never 
provided. We can estimate, based both on the fact that Van Rijn—better known as Rembrandt—has been gone (and 
presumably dead for at least part of that time) for about 200 years by the time Andronicus Valois reawakens (II.3.84) 
and on the fact that the real-world Rembrandt died in 1669 (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rembrandt). If the real-world 
and Girl Genius Van Rijns are the same, we can approximate a late-1800s setting for the storyline and about 500 
years of the current Castle’s existence.  
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but suddenly far more attentive: “Ah—perhaps we 

have been misinformed” (I.11.95)? This move helps to 

convince the inmates to work on Agatha’s behalf 

rather than on the usurpers’. Similar delicate control is 

used when Agatha tries to save Tarvek from one of 

the Castle’s rogue systems. She orders the Castle to 

smash the device that Tarvek is perched upon, and it 

does, leaving him surprised but “completely unhurt” (I.8.99). It speaks to the Castle’s abilities 

and degree of perception that it can control actions like these with such a high degree of 

accuracy.  

 The Castle is, as noted earlier, equally 

capable of larger-scale defensive actions. As group 

of characters watch lightning repeatedly strike the 

Castle and recharge its power systems, Von Zinzer 

raises an excellent point: “How much do you people 

know about everything it can really do” (I.11.1)? 

When Van admits he doesn’t really know, especially since the Castle had been largely drained 

of power, Von Zinzer continues his questioning: “How long did it take to build the Castle” 

(I.11.1)? When Van tells him that it took roughly a decade, Von Zinzer again raises a good point 

to consider: 

And the Baron has been keeping a series of the most whacked-out Sparks in 

Europa locked up in there for over fifteen. They’ve been replacing and repairing 

and improving—following the Castle’s orders with no questions. It’s been 

operating on nothing but the dregs of its back-up power. And it was still able to 

control all that stuff in town? (I.11.1) 

Image 19: I.11.95 
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A slightly horrified Van can only respond: “There… there’s no place we could possibly run to, is 

there” (I.11.1)? The Castle has proven to be resilient in terms of continuing its operations 

despite running low on power, and the Sparks incarcerated within it have only served to improve 

on its systems. When the town needs it, the Castle has, even in difficult situations, been able to 

respond. 

 Even before she had been able to make significant repairs, the Castle, after first 

recognizing Agatha as the Heterodyne, is able to provide assistance when the town finds itself 

under threat by the Baron’s airships. Unfortunately, it hears what it wants to from Agatha; when 

she questions it using its air defenses on Castle Wulfenbach, the Castle replies that it was just 

doing what she had asked: 

CASTLE: Welcome home, my Lady! How 

may I serve you? 

AGATHA: Oh, goody! Who can you kill for 

me?  

CASTLE: I can kill people in the sky! 

AGATHA: Yay! Do that! Kill everyone in the 

sky! (I.8.84) 

Agatha, however, is not amused: this, she tells Von Zinzer 

is “not even a little” close to what took place. What really happened, she explains, is that the 

Castle described what usually takes place when a Heterodyne ascends to power, but it 

apologized for not even being able to rid itself of the usurper Zola because of its state of 

disrepair (I.8.85). It can, however, “keep all your enemies out of Mechanicsburg airspace,” to 

which Agatha replied that “that would make me very happy” (I.8.85); after, she instructs it to 

keep the airspace clear as the first step to reclaiming the city’s strength (I.8.86). The Castle’s air 

defenses are impressive and frequently used (I.8.74-5, I.13.21-3), as are its ground-based 

defenses. 

Image 54: I.8.84 
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 The Castle proves itself fully able to handle threats at ground 

level as well; encroaching Wulfenbach soldiers quickly find themselves 

subject to both collapsing streets (I.13.11) and buildings that crush 

attackers between them (I.13.12). Violetta and Zeetha, in re-entering 

the streets of the town, see evidence of the latter defensive maneuver: 

gruesome bits of debris embedded in a nearby wall and blood pooling 

onto the cobblestones (I.13.14). Both are taken aback, and Zeetha 

knows who is responsible—“Oh… wow. Now that—that’s—that’s 

something I’d expect the Castle to do” (I.13.14). The Castle is clearly 

quite proud of its tactics, greeting them with a booming “Hello, ladies” 

(I.13.14) and asking them for their input after repeating the move on another squadron of 

Wulfenbach troops: “[Y]our feedback would be very helpful! Now, be honest—I thought I was a 

bit slow just now. Would you say you: A) Agree, B) Disagree, or, C) Think there’s simply no fun 

in squashing them if they can’t even see it coming” (I.13.15)? The Castle frequently 

demonstrates a twisted sense of humor73, but it is effective when it comes to defense. The 

combination of its ground defenses and its high degree of control allow it to exercise caution 

with the Heterodyne allies. When Zeetha and Violetta head up to a higher vantage point in the 

town, they find Maxim, Oggie, and Dimo close behind, at the Castle’s instruction. They aren’t 

certain why, but they followed directions, only to turn and see a massive electrical strike on 

some ground troops. They react in surprise: 

VIOLETTA: I… guess the Castle likes you. 

                                                
73 The Castle is generally quite witty; it regularly makes snarky comments on the characters or the situations at hand. 
At one point, it encourages Agatha with less-than-helpful insight about Gil: “You cannot deny that he has a 
magnificent death ray. Heh heh. All the Wulfenbach Sparks are known for their oversized machinery, you know” 
(I.8.88). Its personality, expressed here and elsewhere, helps speak to the idea of the Castle as unconventional 
assistance. 

Image 55: I.13.15 
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MAXIM: Hy tink it considers us part ov de furniture.  

OGGIE: Und hy iz okeh vit dot! (I.13.16)  

The Jägers are part of the Heterodyne forces, with great 

significance to the town and to Agatha, and protecting them from 

harm, even collateral damage, is reasonable. 

 Its most significant obligation in terms of protection, 

however, is Agatha. Its priority is the protection and preservation of the Heterodyne line, and it 

will intervene if it believes that Agatha is in a dangerous position. When 

Agatha, Gil, and Tarvek are engaged in a dangerous experiment and 

Agatha reveals that she must also hook herself into the dangerous 

machinery, the Castle makes its position known: “I will not permit this… 

You cannot die! I must have a Heterodyne in residence! Until you 

produce an heir, you are not expendable (I.9.117-8)! Even if it is 

necessary to save both Agatha and Tarvek, the Castle will not allow it to 

happen. It even goes so far as remove her from the situation while 

informing her that she cannot be put in danger: “In any situation where the succession is at 

stake, I am permitted, even required, to disregard your commands… even at low ebb, as I am 

right now, I have more than enough power to keep you from doing anything foolhardy” (I.9.119). 

Agatha manages to convince it, then trick it, into letting her continue with the experiment 

(I.9.120) for the moment, but this is not the Castle’s only moment of objection, and Agatha must 

shut it down temporarily to complete the experiment (I.9.125-6). 

 Even if its protective nature sometime impedes work that must be done, the Castle’s 

focus is always on Agatha, and, even in its severely weakened state, its priority is to establish 

her in the public eye as the Heterodyne: 

I will do what I can, certainly. But I am Castle Heterodyne. My first charge is the 

safety of the Heterodyne family. All of Europa believes I have failed—and they 

Image 56: I.13.16 
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will not believe otherwise until you are recognized. Publicly. By me. …And you 

will be—even if it is my final act. (I.11.94) 

And the Castle does—not too much later, it recognizes her and her new Seneschal Vanamonde 

in a rare and temporary surge of power. And, as the various characters rebuild and repair the 

Castle, the rejuvenated Castle can, in turn, continue to protect Agatha and Mechanicsburg as 

Agatha works to carry out her goals. 

 

The Citizens  

 Similarly, the citizens of Mechanicsburg operate as an unconventional source of 

assistance. Again, while it may seem that average people would better fit under the label of 

“conventional” aid, these townspeople are markedly different from others seen elsewhere in 

Europa. In towns the Circus visited, the townspeople are unremarkable—they generally are 

nondescript background entities who exist solely to build a story arc’s setting (see the people of 

Zumzum for further—I.4.96+). In Sturmhalten, the townspeople are equally bland, serving only 

to advance the plot by demonstrating the pervasiveness of the wasping in the Empire and the 

connection between the town and The Other (I.6.100, 144). In contrast, the people of 

Mechanicsburg offer some interesting contrast; as seen earlier in this chapter, they show more 

responsiveness and more history than generally seen in the storyline. 

 What makes them particularly interesting and particularly unconventional is the way in 

which they also demonstrate their marked difference from the general public as seen in the 

American Monomyth. Jewett and Lawrence note that, quite often, it takes the hero acting to spur 

the citizenry to action: in Death Wish, once the hero takes action, average people begin to take 

control of their own situations, demonstrating the power of the Werther effect, while “their more 

passive neighbors applaud them” (Jewett and Lawrence 50). This speaks to the inactive or 

reactive, rather than active, nature of the populace under the American monomythic structure; it 
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takes something to spur people to action on their own behalf in an emulatory fashion (45), and 

not all will rise to the occasion. 

 In striking contrast, the people of Mechanicsburg have not given up their agency and are 

willing to work on their own behalf without waiting for something else to happen. As noted 

earlier, even though they were disarmed by the Baron, they have tried to repair or retain as 

many of their defenses as possible. They may be waiting for a Heterodyne to come and put 

things right, but they are hardly waiting passively. This is, after all, the town proud of the fact 

that the Castle is either haunted or booby-trapped (I.7.25) and believes that, when it comes to 

the Baron, “fooling him is a sport” (I.7.77). They are waiting expectantly for a Heterodyne—and 

they defend when they find her (I.7.55)—but rather than wait passively for aid, they do what they 

can to protect themselves. They may not always show it, but, as Jörgi, one of the 

Jägermonsters, tells Tarvek, “dis iz Mechanicsburg, und dey’s it’s pipple. Dey’ll vake op soon 

enuff—und den, vatch out” (I.11.81)! The people are the town’s greatest asset, and they will rise 

to its defense.  

 As the siege of Mechanicsburg begins, Vanamonde, his grandfather, his assistant, and 

the Town Council watch soldiers march down the street. The assistant updates Van on the 

defenses already activated around the city; the goldmakers, before leaving, “left the acid 

sprayers running… also, the tunnel rats are all in place. 

They say they can collapse any street we want, ‘just say 

the word’” (I.11.138). Additionally, the Crypt Masters, a 

group of zombie-like entities74, have evacuated the 

children of the town and are keeping them safe in the 

town’s cathedral (I.11.138).  

                                                
74 These may be reanimated ancestors of some kind; the small child accompanying one of these Crypt Masters 
identifies him as her “great great great gran’pa,” and he calls her a “snotulous child” and threatens to “smite [her] 
allowance” (I.11.138). Literally generations of Mechanicsburg’s people are working to protect it. 

Image 58: I.11.138 
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 This is a town taking initiative to defend itself; rather than wait to react and emulate once 

a hero has started the redemptive task, they have decided that it is in their better interest to act. 

Even though the Castle controls a great deal of the town’s defenses, the people could hardly 

count on it completely while it needed repairs. Van and Agatha recap what is available as they 

run through the town, avoiding various entities bent on taking over the town: 

VAN: We have the sappers in the tunnels and, of course, the tunnels themselves. 

Various tradesmen who use dangerous tools on a daily basis, and the town 

militia, but they’ve mostly just got small arms and whistles: 

AGATHA: Whistles? 

VAN: Really loud whistles. Oh, and Frau 

Hoogle’s got a really mean dog… 

AGATHA: That’s it? Centuries of mad science 

and we have nothing? 

VAN: I didn’t say that. We have stuff—but 

without the Castle, I don’t know if it’ll work. Until 

we know, we’ll just have to rely on the 

monsters. (I.12.14)   

It is almost delivered in a nonchalant fashion: the monsters are almost a fallback option, 

whereas most people would likely have led with the fact that the town has monsters. The one 

pictured above is named Snoz, and Van, quite proud of the monsters the town has as a 

defensive force, acknowledges that while there are not many monsters at the ready currently, 

“there are a whole lot more on their way” (I.12.15). He is referring to one of the town’s true 

legends, something unique to the Heterodynes and Mechanicsburg: the Jägermonsters. 

 

 

 

Image 59: I.12.14 
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Special Case: The Jägermonsters  

 The Jägermonsters, also referred to as Jägers or Jägerkin, are a style of monster unique 

to Mechanicsburg. As the Jägers will be covered in greater detail in chapter six, this section will 

provide a brief history and discussion of how they operate in the world of Girl Genius. 

 The Jägers were originally created to be a powerful fighting force sworn to serve the 

house of Heterodyne. Centuries prior to the beginning of the storyline, the Jägers—originally 

human—were selected and offered the Jägerdraught, a concoction, based in part on the waters 

of the River Dyne (I.9.112), that would transform them into the Jägerkin. The process was 

completely voluntary—General Khrizhan emphasizes this in talking to one of the Baron’s 

advisors. “Ve Jägers iz not compelled to serve. Effry vun ov usreached out our hands und took 

der Jägerdraught by choice… Ve serve der Heterodynes out of luff und loyalty—und our 

Heterodynes have alvays earned dot” (I.11.61)! The process was never 

obligatory, in no small part because of the danger involved. General Gkika 

notes that not everyone makes it through the transformation, but the ones 

that do get interesting augmentations: “Tryink to… become Jägers… most 

pipple just die—but de vuns vot live gets all kinds ov goodies! Some gets 

de horns, or de tails—or de great beeg tusks” (I.12.77). They are also 

sworn to the service of the Heterodynes.  

 This service has not always been easy, and it got markedly more difficult after the Castle 

was attacked almost twenty years ago. The Baron, after setting up a government in 

Mechanicsburg, took the Jägers with him when he left town (I.7.76). They began working for the 

Baron and his forces, but changing allegiances came with complications. Dimo, Oggie, and 

Maxim, the Jägers who have been some of Agatha’s most steadfast companions since traveling 

with the Circus, tell her why they had to leave the main group of Jägers behind: 

Image 60: I.12.77 
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MAXIM: [D]e Generals knew ve had to keep looking for de Heterodynes. It vos 

suspected dot dis vould not be a high priority for de Baron. So dey ask for a 

bunch of volunteers. 

DIMO: Ve vere to leave de group, go out into de vorld—und not return until ve 

find an heir. No matter how long it take. Ve knew it vos suicide mission. De 

Heterodynes vere gone. Ve vould neffer be able to come beck. 

OGGIE: But… because ov us—de Jägerkin kin say ve had not abandoned our 

masters. Dey could join de Baron, und de Baron vould protect dem. (I.5.47) 

They have been detached from the main group of 

Jägers so that it would not appear as though any 

were disloyal to the Heterodynes. No matter how 

hopeless the search, they have kept it going until 

they finally found an heir, and they are desperately 

glad they have finally found one (I.5.47). 

 The Jägers officially have one purpose: to 

serve the house of Heterodyne. In the storyline, this frequently involves fighting; one Jäger, 

Jörgi, tells Tarvek that “most ov us just likes hittin’ hyu guys” (I.12.101). They are often, 

however, played for comic relief. In trying to stop a group of revenants, 

Agatha needs something to drive a device into the ground and asks Dimo for 

help. Dimo automatically uses his head to pound the device into position 

before staggering upright, dazed: 

DIMO: Ow! 

AGATHA: I thought you’d use your metal hand!  

DIMO: …oh. 

JENKA: Dunno. Hiz head iz probably harder. (II.3.12) 

Image 61: I.5.47 
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This is far from the only instance in which the Jägerkin are used for comedic effect. They are 

often used for a quick laugh, which may make it seem like they can be easily dismissed as 

anything but brute muscle and violent fighters. 

 However, they also demonstrate greater insights than most other characters, and this 

may well be where their true value to Agatha and her mission lies. At one point, Jenka reminds 

Agatha that the Jägers, like many, have had to be adaptable during difficult times: “[T]here is 

more to being a Jäger than having sharp teeth… Some of us have found it to be useful to be 

sharp in other ways. We are monsters, my Lady—all of us. The Jägers, the Heterodynes, even 

the good people of Mechanicsburg, in their way—and these are hard times for us. Dangerous 

times” (II.3.8). Jenka knows that, thanks to the time stop, the situation that anyone affiliated with 

Mechanicsburg finds themselves in is difficult if not outright hazardous. Jäger insights such as 

these happen more frequently than most would give this group credit for, and Agatha and many 

other characters do tend to listen. 

 The value of the Jägers as secondary characters, including the balance between 

comedic effect and insightful approach, will be examined more thoroughly in chapter six, in the 

discussion of Corollary #3. Here, it is just enough to note that they are part of the assistance 

Agatha receives as she carries out her tasks. 

 
Feature #7: his victory removes the antagonistic force: 

 The goal for protagonists in this sort of monomythic structure is a victory of some kind 

over the antagonistic force, and Agatha is no different. In a long-running story still in progress, 

though, the final victory has not yet been achieved. There are, however, numerous smaller 

victories that Agatha and her allies have achieved as the story has progressed, and for them, 

these are momentous victories against major and minor antagonists who would have otherwise 

continued to either block the protagonists’ goals or outright end their journey. These victories 



175 
 

start early for Agatha, with the escape from Castle Wulfenbach as the first moment she 

succeeds against an antagonistic force. 

 Agatha’s escape from Castle Wulfenbach essentially catalyzes the antagonistic action in 

the storyline. Prior to her being identified as a Heterodyne, the moments of conflict tended to be 

smaller scale, but this escape, aided by the students, by Adam and Lilith, and by Krosp, firmly 

establishes one of the storyline’s overarching points of conflict. Agatha, with Krosp’s assistance, 

makes her escape from Castle Wulfenbach in a smaller airship (I.3.121-3). It is a successful 

escape and places the Baron’s focus on pursuit, but it is not a particularly joyful victory, as just 

prior, she had watched Adam and Lilith be literally torn apart before her eyes (I.3.103-4). Still, it 

counts as the first defeat for the Baron: he cannot “study” her if she isn’t there, and it costs him 

time and resources tracking her down. 

 This is not his only defeat during the earlier parts of the storyline; the Baron is again 

defeated by Agatha in a massive fight at the battle of Sturmhalten when her clanks, coordinated 

through her music-coded commands, best his forces and drive them into retreat (I.6.124-5, 

I.6.127-131, I.6.133). The Baron, in trying to stop Agatha’s control device, inadvertently causes 

one of the clanks to lose control, fall from the sky, and crush him (I.6.135). As a result, he is 

effectively sidelined during a significant portion of the story. This defeat is also temporary, but it 

serves to demonstrate the power Agatha has as a Spark, and, just as the earlier defeat 

establishes one of the story’s main points of conflict, this defeat helps establish Agatha’s 

strength as a protagonist—and as a force the Baron cannot ignore. 

 The above defeat also includes her first successful moment in besting The Other’s 

control over her mind; Agatha returns after putting her locket back on (I.6.115), which shows her 

how to fight back against The Other, at least on a smaller scale. As noted above, Zeetha is the 

first to believe what happened to Agatha during her time in Sturmhalten, and she reminds her 

that “you keep it [the locket] on until you’re strong enough to handle whatever’s in there” 
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(I.6.148). Agatha may not have completely defeated The Other inside her head yet, but she is 

able to push back more effectively. 

 Defeating the Baron buys Agatha time to fully establish herself as the Heterodyne, and 

holding the Castle is a significant part of that. After defeating Tiktoffen and Zola, Agatha and her 

allies can focus on reclaiming the Castle at last. Through continuous hard work, she and her 

friends do restore the Castle to functioning, although, as it admits to Gil and Vole, it is tenuous 

at first: “My core systems are now… functional… I have no power to spare for superficialities—

and many secondary systems are still in need of repair—but, ah, I am fundamentally whole” 

(I.11.144). It may still be short on power for a brief period (I.11.144), but the efforts of Von 

Zinzer and Fraulein Snaug, assisted by the little clanks, repair the main waterwheel and get the 

Castle generating its own power again (I.12.2). The massive chain lightning striking the Castle 

and recharging its power cells also helps restore its necessary energy (I.13.1, I.13.3). Agatha 

can now not only claim her place as the Heterodyne (I.11.154), which she does roughly at the 

same time Von Zinzer and Snaug succeed in their task, she can also claim her repaired and 

repowered Castle, thus achieving what she earlier set out to do: “[B]eing the Heterodyne—

holding the Castle—that’s the strongest thing I can think of right now” (I.7.110). 

 She fully shows that strength and drives off the Baron and his forces yet again at the 

Siege of Mechanicsburg when she confronts Gil: “You’ve seen what I can do! How can you 

possibly underestimate me like this? I’m keeping myself alive! I’m keeping us all alive—any way 

I can” (I.13.2)! She is perched atop the Castle, calling down the lightning and defying Gil, who 

has been sent to take her back to Castle Wulfenbach. When he tries to drug her under the 

pretense of needing to rescue her, she shouts back even more defiantly: “I do not need 

rescuing. I am the Heterodyne” (I.13.8)! She has claimed her Castle and her title, and she 

refuses to capitulate to the Empire. She directs one of her monsters, Franz, the Great Dragon of 

Mechanicsburg, to take him away (I.13.10), thus removing, at least for the immediate moment, 
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the threat from the Empire. It may not be a victory that lasts particularly long, but it does further 

demonstrate her power as the Heterodyne in front of the Empire and her people. 

 Defeating Martellus Von Blitzengard 

allows her to demonstrate her power as a 

Spark; as noted earlier in this chapter, she 

outwits Martellus’ doctoring of their body 

chemistry by replicating it on a wasp eater and 

thus replaces him. She is also able to out-fight 

him, something as equally attributable to sheer 

rage as is to Zeetha’s training (II.1.117). He 

may never be completely eliminated as a threat (as of this writing, he is still present in the 

storyline), but at this point, he is forced, both by her brainpower and literal force, to take her 

seriously as an equal. To an extent, anyway; a recent strip shows that he still holds hope for 

courting and wedding Agatha: “Ha! You see, Seffie? Our children will be magnificent” (II.4.126)! 

His sister is not amused, however—“This is why you are not allowed to talk to my friends” 

(II.4.126)!—and Agatha does not reply. 

 Once she defeats Martellus—or at least manages to force him to treat her as an equal 

rather than as a conquest or prize—she can focus on Paris, which 

turns into another battle and set of challenges. Agatha and her allies, 

aiding the new Master of Paris, manage to rout the Geisters and their 

minions and secure their notes and records (II.4.114-7). Colette 

knows that this will, however, be a long effort: “My opponent has 

many bases—I am dealing with them as I discover them—but my 

energy, though currently vast, is not infinite. I will have need of all 

your help” (II.4.114). The immediate fight has been won, but a 

complete defeat of The Other’s minions will doubtless take more time, as Colette notes: “The 

Image 63: II.1.117 
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‘Other’ has spread her slaver wasps far and wide throughout Paris. Too many of my poor 

people are at the mercy of her voice—unable to disobey her every command. Until I find a way 

to break her hold, all I can do is keep her, and her agents, away” (II.4.123). It is very much a 

temporary victory, but it is a victory nonetheless. 

 As seen above, there has been no shortage of successful moments in which Agatha and 

her allies manage to push back against or entirely remove the antagonistic force. While she has 

yet, at the time of this writing, to completely remove her main antagonist the Baron or fully 

eliminate The Other and her minions, this is neither a failing on the part of Agatha or on the part 

of the Transitional monomythic framework. Rather, it reflects the reality of examining any long-

running or serialized pop culture artifact. 

 While serialization of early comics and radio programs may have codified the idea of the 

(super)hero as sexual renunciant, it also brought with it the challenges that attend storylines that 

are not completed in one single issue. It may take multiple issues, episodes, or films to achieve 

any kind of finality that effectively eliminates the antagonistic force. This, however, does not 

negate the smaller victories that take place in the interim; these are important for the 

progression of the storyline and the protagonist. They also help create a sense of tension and 

release for the audience: an episodic style allows for moments of climactic action followed by a 

needed respite. Extended tension with no resolution is both stressful and uninteresting, but 

interspersing intense action with periodic resolution allows for a more natural read (or viewing, 

depending on the medium).  
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Feature #8: the protagonist then falls back to a retreat or state of (temporary) 

seclusion  

 Periodic breaks in the action are not just good for the audience, they are also beneficial 

for the protagonists. It is hardly realistic to put any character 

through constant, unremitting stress or combat without any 

time to recover or regroup or to force continuous mental or 

physical exertion without any repercussions for the 

characters. While there are moments in Girl Genius in which 

characters sometimes bend this reality, such as Gil going for 

months without sleep75 (I.13.108), when characters overdo it, 

there are results—usually the characters collapse from injury or sheer exhaustion. Gil is an 

excellent example; after getting injured taking out a squad of battle clanks, the Jägers expedite 

Gil off the battlefield as shock sets in (I.7.111-2). As Jenka explains it, “Dot’s just hyu body bein’ 

all surprized hyu ain’t all blowed op and dead” (I.7.112)! Similarly, after defeating the Baron at 

Sturmhalten, Agatha insists on going back and finishing off the monsters now plaguing the city, 

but Krosp points out that she isn’t quite physically up to it: “By the smell of it, all those chemicals 

they stuffed into you are wearing off. And you probably haven’t slept in ages. You’re not going 

anywhere” (I.6.146). His prediction is accurate: in just under two panels, she passes out 

standing up and hits the floor asleep (I.6.146). Clearly, if the characters are to be realistic, they 

must suffer realistic repercussions for pushing themselves past their limits. 

 Alternatively, they can take advantage of brief respites in the action, usually following the 

defeat of an antagonistic force. Davis and Westerfelhaus refer to the need for the hero, in the 

American Monomyth, to fade “’into obscurity’” (Lawrence and Jewett 6, in Davis and 

                                                
75 This lack of sleep could be due to his obsession with finding Agatha, or it could be due to the mind control tactics 
his father used on him (see chapter four), or a combination of the two. Regardless of cause, he appears to have 
suffered physical effects from it—when he is depicted at this point in the story, he is generally shown red-eyed and 
disheveled. 

Image 65: I.7.112 
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Westerfelhaus 805), and they point out that this is probably a “logical requirement”—“because 

the psychological and physical qualities that render heroes capable of heroic action pose a 

potential threat to the fragile stability of the social fabric they have restored. Difference is 

dangerous” (805). They continue: “Dealing with dangerous difference through liminal 

containment is a defining feature of the American monomyth. Because of their powers, 

superheroes are perceived to be potentially dangerous” (807). The American Monomyth 

requires a return to obscurity, whether it means leaving entirely or simply using a secret identity 

(Davis and Westerfelhaus 805). 

 There may be more to this than giving the community peace of mind, though. Lang and 

Trimble, in responding to Lawrence and Jewett, affirm that the retreat might also be for the 

safety of the hero, not just for the safety of society. They chart what they believe to be a middle 

ground between Slotkin’s idea of the hero coming from and going back to the community, an 

idea rooted in the Puritan captivity narratives, and Lawrence and Jewett’s idea that a hero “must 

remain separate from the community” (166). They term this the “Marvel mythology”—“the hero 

is often alienated from the community, fearsome, misshapen, or sometimes only misunderstood, 

yet still seeks community approval” (Lang and Trimble 166). The hero is markedly different, but 

they still want to be part of and liked by the society they have saved76. 

 There may be something to both approaches, and both affirm the liminality of the 

protagonist in the Transitional Monomyth: the protagonist is an outsider for various reasons, 

and, as a heroic figure, they are both a danger and endangered. This is certainly the case in Girl 

Genius; as noted under Feature #1, it is dangerous being a Spark. Having a moment of retreat 

to rest and regroup also serves to take some attention away from the protagonist in a good way.  

 The Transitional Monomyth retains some of these elements—the protagonist does need 

to retreat, but not solely because he or she operates in a liminal space. A retreat from the public 

                                                
76 While not particularly monomythic, The Munsters would be an excellent example of this phenomenon: characters 
who are markedly different from their neighbors desperately wanting to be liked and embraced by their community. 



181 
 

eye, from the people and society they have just redeemed, serves not only that society but also 

the best interests of the protagonist. As stated at the beginning of this chapter, more realistic 

characters demand realistic repercussions to their actions: injuries require treatment and 

prolonged mental or physical effort requires rest and recuperation. 

 This is certainly the case with Girl Genius; while the overarching storyline and major 

challenges still persist, with the completion of smaller victories come brief moments of respite 

for Agatha and her allies. The moments to rest and recharge are brief, but they are also 

effective. The first of these moments happens right after the Circus tricks Gil into believing 

Agatha is dead. Agatha has a brief moment to reflect on watching Gil be fooled by the 

performers before Zeetha throws her into warrior training. It is not necessarily a happy moment 

for her as she reflects on the idea that “they think I’m dead” (I.4.57) and that to make it happen, 

they essentially had to desecrate Olga’s body: “But—dressing her in my things—doctoring the 

body—I didn’t want to be caught, but it still seems disrespectful. I’m sorry” (I.4.55). 

 The Countess, however, reassures her, telling Agatha that Olga loved performing and 

“was never happier than when she’d pulled a really clever scam—or convinced some townie 

that she was a construct… Now she gets to fool not just some gullible townie—but Baron 

Wulfenbach himself! If she weren’t dead, she’d have killed herself to play this part” (I.4.56). 

Agatha is still a little sad, but This melancholy does not last very long, however, as Zeetha soon 

redirects her attention to what lies ahead. Zeetha is thankful for what Agatha has done for her 

(“You let me know that my home—my family—does exist” (I.4.58)), and she repays her by 

starting Agatha’s “warrior training” (I.4.59). 

 Zeetha again becomes key shortly after Agatha and her allies seize the Castle and see 

Agatha recognized as the Heterodyne. With the edifice fixed for the moment and with a little 

time to spend not constantly on guard against the next attacker in the Castle or searching for 

the next repair site, Agatha and Zeetha are able to spend some time just talking while trying on 

armor. Zeetha is convinced that Agatha is “in serious need of some princess lessons” (I.12.72) 
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and needs to be counseled about her new role: “Let the mechanics fix 

the clanks. There are hundreds of them here. But there’s only one 

Heterodyne—and that’s you” (I.12.73). Their discussion turns to 

evaluating the Empire’s reactions, Gil’s next step, and how to ensure 

the Castle’s functioning (I.12.74). But even though the discussion may 

be tactical, it operates as a moment of lower pressure and lower 

intensity for the characters; Agatha and Zeetha are spending time in 

conversation rather than fighting or repairing. 

 At some points, however, the lower-pressure moments are 

accompanied by the need to carry out more bureaucratically-minded 

matters. The end of the Siege of Mechanicsburg is accompanied by 

ceremonies and rituals at the town’s Red Cathedral. These rites are meant to ensure that the 

entire town’s functions, not just the Castle, recognize Agatha. She initially objects to the idea: 

“We’ve just fought a huge battle! Everything is in chaos! People are hurt! I should be cleaning 

this place up! …And… and getting 

something to eat! …And maybe even 

sleeping” (I.13.48). Tarvek and Van, 

however, know that the boilerplate is 

sometimes necessary.  

TARVEK: That will 

probably have to wait. 

Mechanicsburg and 

the Heterodynes may flout most of Europa’s traditions, but they take their own 

very seriously. 

VAN: And it’s not all ceremonial, my Lady. Your ancestors knew better than to 

put all their power under the control of the Castle. There are some systems that 

Image 66: I.12.73 

Image 217: I.13.48 



183 
 

need to be “told” that there is an official Heterodyne before they’ll respond to you. 

(I.13.48)  

Agatha concedes and follows along to “go take care of all the boring paperwork and stuff so I 

can officially rule Mechanicsburg with an iron fist. …But after that, I’d better see some cake” 

(I.13.48). This interlude allows for a break for the characters, but it also adds a little reality as 

well; taking control over any institution, whether an office or an empire, always requires 

paperwork. The slower moments in the storyline allow for the less-pressing needs to be 

accomplished, even if the characters would rather enjoy some real rest. 

 One of these rare moments of pure relaxation happens not too long after Agatha and her 

friends arrive in Paris. Despite the original Master of Paris not being fond of the Heterodyne 

family, his daughter, Colette, 

takes them home to the family 

estate, a richly-appointed 

manor absolutely teeming with 

relatives (II.2.89). Despite the 

seeming chaos, Agatha, 

Zeetha, and Violetta take full 

advantage of the brief 

moments of relative peace 

after numerous large and small battles since leaving Mechanicsburg. They are able to enjoy a 

good night’s sleep, a hot shower, and a full breakfast (II.3.57); Agatha notes that [i]t has been so 

long since I could sleep as long as I wanted” (II.3.57), and it is quite true that there are precious 

few points during the story in which Agatha or her friends are able to get any semblance of 

sleep that doesn’t also involve periods of (often involuntary) unconsciousness. 

Image 68: II.2.89 
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 Even Gil gets a moment to recuperate during the storyline. After being removed from the 

battlefield by the Jägers, Gil awakens in Mamma Gkika’s, being watched over by Zeetha and 

tended to by Mamma and her girls. Once they establish that no, Zeetha is not going to kill him 

(I.8.30) and that yes, he does care about 

Agatha, even if he isn’t quite sure he can trust 

her (I.8.30-1), Zeetha gives him vital 

information about Agatha, The Other, and the 

locket (I.8.32). The information session and 

any semblance of rest ends when Mamma, 

used to playing doctor for wounded Jägers 

while they await the Heterodynes (I.8.44), 

abruptly removes a treatment device from Gil’s leg (I.8.37). Gil can only scream, while Mamma, 

in true Jäger fashion, is less than sympathetic: “Oh, dun be soch a big baby. A leedle pain iz 

goot for hyu” (I.8.37). While his recuperation may be over, he still has one more meeting before 

returning to the fray: he has the chance to sit and strategize with Van, Krosp, and Zeetha 

(I.8.43-5), particularly about what the Baron is planning to do next in taking Mechanicsburg 

(I.8.50-1). Even this relative peace is soon shattered by the Jägers’ “evening bar fight” (I.8.51). 

However short the rest period might have been, Gil still manages to get good information on his 

father’s next moves and meet some valuable allies in aiding Agatha. 

 These points of retreat, then, can serve more than one purpose: beyond being an 

opportunity for the protagonists to recuperate and the narrative structure to reset after a period 

of climactic action, it can also serve to provide the characters and the audience with valuable 

background or supporting information that could not be imparted during the heat of battle. 

Respite, then, can also be reconnaissance, and this can help advance the next segment of the 

storyline. Another strong example is a recent strip in which Agatha and her friends are packing 

Image 69: I.8.37 
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up to leave after the battle to save Paris. Aldin stops by to say his goodbyes and to give Agatha 

a warning:  

Um… listen. 

I… um… I think 

you’re a good 

person… And I 

know that 

people seem 

really excited 

about you—making a big hero out of you and all—I mean, just looking around 

Paris will tell you that—but—Well, just remember that a lot of powerful people still 

remember the old, bad Heterodynes. So—I think—you should just remember that 

those people will be watching you—to be sure that you stay a good person. 

(II.4.127)  

Aldin knows that the leadership at the Incorruptible Library in Paris is divided on how to respond 

to Agatha: some feel that she has brought them nothing but chaos, while others believe she has 

been invaluable, both from reconnaissance and diplomatic standpoints (II.4.118). The preferred 

position seems to be one of cautious acceptance—“She is still one of the Heterodyne Family. 

No matter what her intentions—monsters of all kinds are drawn to her, and chaos swirls around 

her. She is a force too great to ignore—and we would be fools to trust her completely” (II.4.119). 

Powerful entities in Paris (and presumably elsewhere) are watching her, and this is good 

information for Agatha to have as she prepares for the next challenges that await her. 

 Whatever purposes it serves at the moment, whether to benefit the characters, the 

community, or the storyline, these respites are usually only temporary. This is not the 

permanent retreat often seen in the heroes of popular Westerns, who ride off into the sunset, 

never to return. Nor is it the total seclusion of so many caped superheroes, who fall back to a 

Image 70: II.4.127 
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Batcave or to a Fortress of Solitude. Instead, the rest periods of the Transitional Monomyth are 

typically both temporary and non-solitary. Some brief “alone time” might be part of the process, 

but because the Transitional monomythic protagonist is more likely to have made connections 

with other characters, total isolation is not obligatory, and this rest period could quite likely 

involve other figures as well, as seen above. Permanent retreat is also less likely in a serialized 

product—serialization requires the return of the protagonist in each strip, issue, book, episode, 

or film, so a final departure is generally outside the realm of possibility until there is a thoroughly 

final resolution. 

 

Features #7 and #8: A Caveat 

 As noted earlier, the distinct problem with a serialized product is that, while there are 

many smaller story arcs throughout the life of the product, the larger arc may not be resolved for 

years, if ever. With television programs, for example, it is a very distinct possibility that 

cancellation, restructuring, recasting, or other vagaries of the medium will prevent complete 

resolution from taking place. And strong resolutions, while emotionally satisfying, are hard to 

come by: skilful endings that allow the protagonist to finally fall back into a well-earned respite 

after vanquishing the final adversary take masterful crafting—but are often the ones 

remembered for years, if not decades, to come77. A similar challenge exists in film; as 

franchises and multiple sequels become increasingly popular, character storylines become 

more interwoven, and character reboots become a fact of life, absolute finality must instead give 

way to more of a sense of “final-for-now.” 

                                                
77 In the realm of immensely satisfying finales, M*A*S*H would have to be the frontrunner, while Everybody Loves 
Raymond and King of the Hill, though comedies and not monomythic in precisely the same way, also offer strong final 
episodes that wrap up any lingering questions and do so in a satisfying way. In stark contrast, the sitcom How I Met 
Your Mother will continue to annoy fans with a finale that resolved the entire storyline in an agonizingly tortuous and 
convoluted rush to the closing credits. 
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 This is, however, just as much a product of serialization as sexual renunciation was in 

the early comic books and radio serials. Because relationships would mean a distraction or 

even departure from the mission at hand, the serialized superhero would have to be celibate, a 

pattern so pervasive that it becomes, in essence, codified in the American Monomyth. Similarly, 

serialization and sequelization have become so ubiquitous in American pop culture production 

that story arcs within the larger narratives have increasingly required that the protagonists’ 

respite from combating to be only temporary, something likewise included in the Transitional 

Monomyth. After all, riding off into the sunset makes little sense if the hero must just ride right 

back by next Thursday at eight.  

 

Why This Concept Matters  

 The Transitional Monomyth as a structure for discussing pop culture artifacts offers a 

new way of examining how we see ourselves and our heroes as Americans. The move from a 

purely redemption-focused structure to one that allows for greater realism in character and 

structure demonstrates a desire, at least on some level, for greater connection with what we 

consume, for artifacts that we can relate to and characters we can at least understand, if not 

aspire to. The Transitional monomythic framework highlights this move. 

 This concept matters because, if Lang and Trimble, drawing from Daniel Walden, are 

correct in that we have historically “created monomythic heroes that best personified the way 

Americans wished to see themselves” (Lang and Trimble 159), then the characters we are 

creating now, in television, movies, comics, and more are reflecting a shift in self-perception and 

aspiration. Perhaps we are at a tipping point in which we see ourselves in a more realistic light 

than in eras past, that we cannot hope to be the abstemious hero using virtuous violence to right 

all wrongs. Perhaps we can no longer suborn the idea that the might-that-makes-right is 

completely free from the obligations of collateral damage. Perhaps we are being a little more 
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honest about our history and public perception—we are struggling against some of the 

ideologies underpinning the American Monomyth, including the idea of being a City on a Hill, of 

being large-scale redeemers, of a history that has often been heavily sanitized and 

marginalizing. The works that reflect the ideas ensconced in the Transitional Monomyth arise 

from these ideas. Lang and Trimble point to a shift in superheroes starting “in the early 1960s78, 

an era where Americans began to entertain serious doubts about the viability of using old 

methods to solve new, more complex problems” (Lang and Trimble 167). While Lang and 

Trimble argue for a demythicization, it may be less the end of myth and more the beginning of a 

new kind of mythic structure that accounts for the new structures and, more importantly, new 

needs of the public at large. The problems are new and complex; characters and story 

structures are evolving to reflect this. 

 Does this mean that there is no place for the capes-and-Spandex crowd anymore? Far 

from it. The heroes and heroines of the classic comics, the visceral Tertullian ecstasies of an 

avenging character bent on righting the world’s wrongs through virtuous violence, the cheerful 

and sweet characters that save the day just by being cheerful and sweet—there will always be a 

place for them in our popular culture because they represent both that guilty pleasure and the 

nostalgic yearning for a simpler time. “The American Monomyth has never, and probably will 

never, completely disappear from superhero comic books” (Lang and Trimble 167) or, for that 

matter, from any of our other media forms. It will just be accompanied by waves of new, more 

nuanced, more accessible, more understandable characters operating in the Transitional 

Monomyth. 

 
 

                                                
78 I too would assert that the 1960s seems to be a turning point for the American Monomyth, and I came to this 
conclusion when considering the Batman TV show of that era. It serves as both a presentation and a lampooning of 
this monomythic structure—it both abides by and overplays the major features of the construct. It may well be a 
postmodern moment of “complicitous critique” that “manages to install and reinforce as much as undermine and 
subvert the conventions and presuppositions it appears to challenge” (Hutcheon, in Kipniss 161). 
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Conclusion  

[T]he relative importance of the American monomyth compared to other issues 

faced by the nation… a particular mythic pattern in our entertainments will seem 

to have a lesser urgency. Yet the monomyth’s emotional affinity for superheroic 

redemption may make all such policy problems more intractable…. We cannot 

afford to wring our hands, waiting for a Superman or a Heidi to fix our problems. 

(Lawrence and Jewett 14) 

 Lawrence and Jewett noted throughout both of their books that works of popular culture 

have an impact on real-world ideas, practices, and mindsets. There is something powerfully 

persuasive in what we consume, and the impact of that persuasion can have long-reaching 

effects on the larger society. Such works also strongly reflect our self-perceptions and 

aspirations. Works operating in keeping with the American Monomyth offer virtuous and 

unconnected heroes who never fail to save the day, whether the current affliction is sharks, 

asteroids, aliens, or run-of-the-mill criminals. The populace is always redeemed if they wait long 

enough for their savior to arrive. 

 But Lawrence and Jewett also noted that this is potentially damaging, as it not only 

skews our perceptions of violence but also serves to render the consuming populace completely 

passive—if the hero will always swoop in and save the day, what impetus is there for people to 

act? It becomes easier to abdicate responsibility than to take it, and it can leave people 

vulnerable to anyone who professes an ability to save them from whatever afflicts them. 

Lawrence and Jewett, seeing the effects already taking place and the potential for even greater 

damage, called for an end to the use of this monomythic structure. 

 While a complete break is not yet possible, the Transitional Monomyth presents a 

structure that builds on the American Monomyth and moves it toward greater utility in the 

contemporary era. Under this structure, the protagonists and antagonists are more realistic, the 

secondary characters are more well-rounded, the populace can take some initiative, and actions 
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do have greater consequences. It also allows for greater realism overall: institutions may pose 

challenges, but they are not always either inept or corrupt, as so often seen under the American 

Monomyth. There are greater shades of grey throughout, and it overall reflects the ability to 

present stories that operate likewise. When taken with the three corollaries, the Transitional 

Monomyth establishes a functional framework that reflects the greater nuances desired in pop 

culture products and the greater nuances present in the larger culture that produces them. 
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79 

Corollary #1: Imperfect Protagonists, Relatable Antagonists  

                                                
79 I.1.2 
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Corollary #1: The protagonist and antagonist both have to be relatable to the audience. 

The protagonist must be realistically flawed, but not to such a degree that his/her heroic 

selection comes into question. The tendency toward virtuous violence may remain, as does the 

disdain for conventional authorities and institutions, but the hero now feels more human, more 

relatable, rather than an aspiration figure placed at a remove. 

 

The antagonist must have features that would serve to make him/her more relatable, features 

which usually manifest as motivations that force the audience into reflection if not sympathy or 

understanding. The simple strawman antagonist still has a satisfying place in this transition 

period, but larger-scale antagonists succeed as characters when their actions can be 

understood or at least considered plausible by the audience. 

 

Introduction 

The Transitional Monomyth’s first corollary discusses the ways in which protagonists 

under the current structure differ from the heroes favored under the American Monomyth. 

American monomythic heroes, in both masculine and feminine presentations, tended to be 

outsiders in some fashion, used specific tactics (typically physical or psychoemotional violence) 

to accomplish their goals, lived lives of renunciation, and left once the mission concluded. As 

noted in chapter three, some of these features are retained in the Transitional Monomyth—the 

protagonist is often an outsider who must leave when the task is completed, and he or she does 

not shy away from the use of violence where appropriate. However, one noted area of 

divergence is in the idea that the protagonist need not be a renunciant or completely reject 

institutional support. The goal, under the Transitional Monomyth, is to allow for protagonists who 

are more relatable to the audience—while the (often caped) heroes of yesteryear may have 

provided aspiration figures to an extent, the current protagonists can feel more real and more 
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believable. They are “one of us” for the viewing or reading public, instead of an unreachable 

standard. 

Similarly, the antagonists are no longer two-dimensional entities. The villains existing to 

do evil for the sake of doing evil have been replaced by the Transitional Monomyth’s antagonist, 

an entity who is similarly more plausible to the audience. While it may still be satisfying from 

time to time to have easily-dispatched cardboard baddies in our popular culture products, a 

more richly satisfying experience lies in having an oppositional force with deeper motivations 

behind his or her actions. The antagonist’s behavior is rooted in more than simply “oppose the 

good guy”; the strongest examples are characters who have motives that make the audience 

feel a sense of understanding or even sympathy, then force them to reflect on that reaction. 

Good antagonists have deeper motives and more well-rounded presentations, and this well-

roundedness can create a deeper storyline as a whole. 

In Girl Genius, many characters can potentially serve as protagonists, but the main 

characters Agatha, Gil, and Tarvek are likely the strongest true protagonists in the storyline. 

Similarly, while many oppositional forces exist, including Zola, Dr. Tiktoffen, The Beast, The 

Storm King, and more, the two dominant candidates for the role of antagonist are Klaus 

Wulfenbach, Baron of Europa, and his frequent right hand, pirate queen Bangladesh DuPree. 

This chapter will discuss some of the ways that these characters operate as Transitional 

monomythic protagonists and antagonists, then conclude by discussing possible reasons for the 

shift in perception of heroes and villains over time. 

It is important to note here that different protagonistic or antagonistic characters in 

popular culture may demonstrate their relatability or multidimensionality in ways that differ from 

the characters presented here. This does not necessarily indicate a divergence from the 

corollary or from the Transitional Monomyth as a whole; rather, it points to the possibility of 

greater expansion and greater depth possible under this new monomythic schema. Agatha, Gil, 
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Tarvek, the Baron, and DuPree present depth and nuance in their own ways, while characters in 

different stories, settings, and genres80 will likely offer entirely different presentations. 

 
The Original Girl Genius: Agatha Heterodyne 

 The main protagonist in Girl Genius is, of course, the eponymous girl genius herself, 

Agatha Heterodyne. Agatha was discussed at length in the previous chapter establishing the 

larger monomythic framework, so, in an effort to avoid rehashing earlier content too much, this 

section will instead focus on two specific areas that make her more of a relatable protagonist: 

her slight moral ambiguity, even as she pursues positive goals, and her lack of renunciant 

status. 

 From the beginning, we see that Agatha is neither the “guns blazing” masculine 

manifestation nor the delicate, asexualized feminine manifestation of the American monomythic 

hero—indeed, she is about as far from (super)heroic as she could get. Agatha could, instead, 

be considered rather underwhelming. As we saw in chapter three, she starts the storyline as a 

failing university student, unable to meet the expectations of the faculty, and she is expelled in 

short order. In a society where intellect is prized over all other qualities, she is immediately an 

outsider and is easily dismissed. Additionally, she knows of her parents but does not know who 

they are in terms of family lineage, and her only solid connections to family are her uncle and 

the guardians who raised her81. Agatha truly starts the story as a nobody. However, as the story 

progresses, we quickly see that she does not stay a nobody for long and soon comes into her 

own as a Transitional monomythic protagonist. Chapter three described the aspects of the 

Transitional monomythic journey, but some aspects of Agatha’s character merit further 

discussion as they apply to the first corollary. What, then, makes Agatha Heterodyne, heiress to 

                                                
80 Consider, for example, the ways in which Gibbs in NCIS (a police procedural) differs as Transitional monomythic 
protagonist from Agatha Heterodyne, or how both differ from Dr. Horrible in Dr. Horrible’s Sing-Along Blog (a web-
based superhero-themed serial). All offer flaws and relatability in radically different ways, but all also act largely in 
keeping with the Transitional Monomyth and its first corollary. 
81 Interestingly, the lack of parents in the picture and being raised by guardians is rather in keeping with many heroic 
frameworks. 
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a powerful but destructive family and a strong example of a Spark, relatable to the average 

reader? 

 

Mostly Heroic 

 The most prominent quality is in her at-times less than heroic behavior. Agatha does 

certainly have a deeply ingrained impulse to save the day that surfaces early on and serves as 

an undercurrent throughout the storyline. Her first major moment comes during her time on 

Castle Wulfenbach. When she witnesses the Baron and Gil re-capture Othar Tryggvassen, a 

living legend and archetypal hero82, she is horrified at their behavior (I.3.28-31) and expresses 

concern for Othar’s wellbeing: “He just struck him. Without warning” (I.3.31). Krosp reminds her 

that Othar is not her problem—to leave him to the Baron, who likely sees the “bigger picture” 

where Othar is concerned (I.3.37). This spurs Agatha’s decision to rescue him, to the point that 

she creates, in her sleep and as one of her first acts as a Spark, a clank designed to liberate 

him from Castle 

Wulfenbach (I.3.45). 

However, her clank’s 

approach to freeing Othar is 

to seize him by the leg and, 

crashing through a window, 

fly away (I.3.53). Where the 

clank takes him is never specified, and while we do know that Othar survives and reappears 

later in the same chapter, this sort of less-than-ideal-outcome activity is representative of 

Agatha’s heroic drive as a protagonist. She wants to save the day, but it is far from the inspiring 

conversion or the brutal elimination of the American Monomyth. Instead, her redemptive drive is 

                                                
82 Othar figures prominently in the discussion of corollary #2 in chapter five. 

Image 71: I.3.53 
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marked by a more impulsive quality that means that her attempts at heroism aren’t always well-

thought out and often feature off-the-cuff improvisation in making the situation work or a 

headlong rush into danger without thorough consideration. 

 Her headlong rush approach to the redemptive impulse, which is often shared by other 

main characters, persists, particularly during the earliest volumes of the storyline. Soon after 

rescuing Othar, Agatha and Gil find themselves trapped in an area of Castle Wulfenbach that 

has been sealed off—a hive engine, a device that creates the wasps that enslave minds, has 

been activated. Cornered in the lab with little means of defending themselves, Gil instructs 

Agatha to craft something that will save them from the hive’s advance warriors: 

GIL: Build something! 

AGATHA: What?! 

GIL: I’ll hold them off! 

AGATHA: But I don’t know how! 

GIL: Then we’ll die! Or worse! (I.3.60) 

Neither Agatha, who originally ran into the now-sealed area to save Othar, nor Gil, who pursued 

her, anticipated the need for weapons but quickly improvise a solution that allows them to not 

only defend themselves (I.3.62) but also contemplate escape, a thought that is short-lived. 

When Agatha asks about finding a way out, Gil notes that the warriors will just keep advancing. 

Her response is that they must, then, “stop them at the center. We’ve got to destroy the engine” 

(I.3.63)! The two, with only an improvised weapon and without backup, now take on a hive 

queen, the creature responsible for spawning the wasps (I.3.70-7).  

By sheer luck, Agatha’s little clanks arrive to assist in the nick of time (I.3.74), and 

Agatha realizes her voice can command the warriors (I.3.73, I.3.75); these fortuitous moments 

allow the pair to break free and kill the hive queen before the wasp swarm can be fully 

generated. (I.3.76-7). While skill factored into the victory, planning and strategy played far less 

of a role than improvisation and luck. This is far from an assured victory that we would expect in 
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a more typical hero. 

Certainly, there isn’t a 

doubt that the hero would 

eventually succeed, but 

this is not a clean, 

strategized, organized 

victory, and with the slaver 

wasps and their masters a recurring threat throughout the storyline, this is also a temporary 

victory. 

Sheer luck also factors into one of her more impressive early victories against the Baron. 

The Baron, believing her to be The Other, sets out to wage war on the town of Sturmhalten, 

where Agatha has recently been held captive by The Other and her minions. He attacks the 

Circus, which has remained nearby in the hopes of rescuing Agatha from her captors. Now 

acting as defensive weapons under Agatha’s control, the circus wagons engage the Baron’s 

forces on the battlefield. The battle is difficult and bloody, and casualties begin to mount on both 

sides. When the Baron destroys the pipe organ used to control the wagons in a hail of gunfire, 

Agatha is uncertain of how the wagons will react without her in command:  

AGATHA: Well, I was using the organ to control the wagon clanks. Without me 

guiding them, I don’t know what they’ll do. They might run amok. It could be bad. 

PERFORMER: Um… run amok? More than they already are?  

AGATHA: Well, yeah. On the other hand, they might just lock up. 

Image 72: I.3.77 
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PERFORMER: And that’s 

good, is it? (I.6.135) 

As if on cue, a wagon that had recently 

been in flight plummets to the earth—and 

lands squarely on the Baron. Agatha 

responds to the now-startled performer’s 

earlier question: “Could be” (I.6.135). It is 

only by sheer luck that the wagon landed 

on the Baron; otherwise, Agatha and the performer, as well as other characters, would likely 

have been pinned down without functional defenses, which would have all but ensured a defeat 

at the hands of the Baron’s forces. 

 Her headstrong actions are also evident in her earliest encounter with Master Payne’s 

Circus. After the Circus initially turns her away, she and Krosp head back out into the 

wilderness, only to hear a commotion: the Circus is now under attack. Rather than ignore it and 

continue their journey, Agatha knows she needs to go save the performers. Krosp calls after 

her—“Are you crazy?! You’ll be killed” (I.4.25)—but Agatha is already rushing into danger. The 

impulse to save the day is strong, 

but consideration of the risks and 

consequences is not always 

present. Here, too, she succeeds 

(after all, that’s what the 

protagonist is expected to do), but 

the success follows an impulsive 

charge into the face of danger. 

 Agatha’s motivations, as the storyline progresses, do seem to be rooted less in common 

sense than in passion to help and save—the redemptive impulse drives her forward, but it isn’t 

Image 73: I.6.135 

Image 74: I.4.25 
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always grounded in thought or reason. This sometimes results in wildly misguided actions (or 

attempts at actions) that must be forestalled by other characters serving as more of a balance. 

While she is fighting in the front ranks when the Circus is attacked, after the battle is over, she 

insists on going to the town the attacking monsters came from in hopes of saving the 

townspeople: 

AGATHA: But, what about the townspeople? 

AUGIE: For all we know, those were the townspeople. 

AGATHA: You don’t know? 

AUGIE: Of course I don’t know! They spotted us and we ran! After that we were 

just trying to lose them so we wouldn’t lead them back here. We thought we had 

until we saw them coming up under the bridge. 

AGATHA: Yes. Losing the bridge is a challenge. But it does mean they won’t be 

expecting anyone to come from this direction. That’s good. 

LARS: Er—good for what? 

AGATHA: The people of Passholdt. We have to do something. We might still be 

able to save them. Well, or at least, some of them… mightn’t we? (I.5.17) 

Agatha is ready to charge into battle, but Master Payne sets her straight: “We are actors, Miss 

Clay. We only pretend to be heroes. We are fakes! These are tricks! Our lives—the lives I am 

responsible for—are dangerous enough without questing for adventure… Now, you drop any 

ideas you have about being another Othar Tryggvassen—unless you want to leave my show 

and manage your heroics on your own” (I.5.18). While the troupe may be able to fight off threats 

to the circus, Master Payne has a firm grasp on reality: they cannot and must not go haring off 

looking for threats and danger. Agatha concedes his point, but begrudgingly: “Yes! Yes! I 

understand. But I don’t like it” (I.5.18). 
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 This is not the only point in the storyline in which Agatha benefits from someone else 

being the voice of reason. After she escapes from Sturmhalten, where The Other’s followers 

installed a copy of The Other in her brain, and fights and defeats the Baron on the battlefield, 

Master Payne informs Agatha that “Sturmhalten has gone mad,” with 

monsters and townspeople attacking the remnants of the Baron’s 

forces, which gave the performers time to escape the entire situation 

(I.6.144). Agatha is concerned that this was her fault, and she feels that 

she must do something about it: “Everywhere I go lately, there’s chaos! 

I’ve got—I’ve got to try to fix something! I’m going to go down there and 

personally punch every monster in the snoot! And don’t try to stop me” 

(I.6.146)! Agatha is hellbent on righting what she feels is a wrong she 

must have caused, but Krosp astutely points out that she’s not likely 

to do much of anything: “By the smell of it, all those chemicals 

[stimulants] they stuffed into you are wearing off. And you probably 

haven’t slept in ages. You’re not going anywhere” (I.6.146). After 

she does indeed pass out, the others, holding a discussion off-

screen, note that this is typical for a young Spark:  

—that’s why so many young Sparks don’t make it. 

They’re smart enough to build death rays, and dumb enough to turn them on 

armies, all by themselves… Yes. She does have the true heroic impulse, doesn’t 

she?... Well, at this rate, she’s going to get herself killed. And take a whole bunch 

of people with her. Agatha is a Spark. I don’t think she fully knows what that 

means. She’s capable of doing all kinds of dangerous things—without even 

realizing it. (I.6.147) 

The hero as dangerous (particularly in a liminal sense) was also seen in the American 

Monomyth—Davis and Westerfelhaus note that “liminal containment is a defining feature of the 

Image 76: I.6.146 

Image 75: I.6.146 



201 
 

American Monomyth. Because of their powers, superheroes are perceived to be potentially 

dangerous” (806), and this is, from what we have seen with Agatha (and will see with other 

characters), is also true for Sparks. However, the presence of voices of reason that keep the 

hero in check largely were not the case in the American Monomyth. Lawrence and Jewett point 

to Western novels as examples—the “impartial outsider” served to dispense justice that 

protected the innocent and “defenseless” (30); the outsider or loner role does not account for 

much in the way of advisors or guidance, whether from the odd sidekick or peripheral character. 

While earlier voices, usually in supporting roles, may have offered a cursory “I think this is a bad 

idea” from time to time (usually before still following the hero into danger), here the protagonist 

is being kept in check—the main character even heeds the counsel, as was the case with 

Agatha and Master Payne. 

 Another factor keeping Agatha’s reckless redemptive impulse in check is that she is a 

flawed protagonist. The heroic drive is tempered by the sheer fact that she is not a hero and 

does not consider herself one. While she feels a great sense of responsibility to Mechanicsburg, 

its people, and its monsters and will do what it takes to save her people, she acknowledges that 

she is no hero. “I know I’m not as bad as the old Heterodynes—at least, I hope I’m not… but I’m 

pretty sure I’m not as ‘good’ as the Heterodyne Boys were, either. Frankly, all that running 

around rescuing things sounds exhausting” (II.3.94). Her father and uncle, the virtuous 

Heterodyne Boys83, redeemed a family of scoundrels, tyrants, and truly mad scientists and were 

(and continue to be) considered heroes par excellence who have moved into legendary status. 

Agatha is, however, keenly aware that she isn’t that good and isn’t likely to be. 

 This flawed nature manifests in moments in which Agatha has to show her intensity and 

power as leader of Mechanicsburg and heir to the family name and castle. A particularly strong 

moment for Agatha sees her asserting herself against a would-be usurper named Zola. After 

                                                
83 The Heterodyne Boys as heroes will be covered in depth in chapter five. 



202 
 

making Zola cry, which angers Gil, another character praises Agatha’s 

delivery: “Delightfully done, my lady. Your enemy is thoroughly crushed. 

You are a true Heterodyne” (I.9.46). The crying and the anger (and 

perhaps the rather dark praise as well) drive Agatha to fully vent about 

the situation:  

She came here, claiming to be the Heterodyne—with her 

stupid pink airship and her pretty perfect clothes and her 

cheap theatrics—trying to steal my town and my castle—

not to mention, she tried to kill me and is probably 

responsible for that army of clanks at my gate—but I’m the big meanie, because I 

made Princess Psycho cry. I’m the bad guy, because, for whatever reason, you 

didn’t tell your nasty little friend who you are, and now she’s sad, so you’re mad 

at me— because now she’s all sweet and teary and needs rescuing, and I’m the 

evil madgirl with the death ray and the freakish ancestors—and the town full of 

minions—and the 

horde of Jägers—

and the homicidal 

castle full of 

sycophantic evil 

geniuses and fun-

sized hunter-killer 

clanks and 

goodness knows what else… And you know what? I can work with that! (I.9.47) 

In this rather emotionally-driven moment, Agatha recognizes that, here and now, she is the bad 

guy. Even if Zola tried to kill her and take over, even if Gil still harbors affection for his old 

acquaintance, Agatha is the “madgirl” with the slew of monsters and malevolent forces at her 

Image 77: I.9.47 
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command—and it is in this moment where she, for the first time, truly owns who she is and 

where she is as a Heterodyne. She accepts that this means not always being the “good guy” in 

staking and holding her claim and defending her town. It is, in its own way, an acknowledgment 

that “good” doesn’t always get the job done. 

 It takes time for Agatha to get used to the idea of being in charge of a town, a Castle, 

and all of the creatures and creations that come along with her new role. As Agatha works to 

take control of the Castle and block more than one attempt at usurpation, she must assert her 

identity to the Castle’s prisoners, who initially doubt her. At first, they identify her as the girl they 

have been tasked to kill, but the Castle sets them straight—using force to convince them 

(I.11.95). As the Castle notes, “They’re very obedient, once you get their attention” (I.11.95). 

Agatha takes this suggestion to heart and, in the next strip, stands atop a large mechanical 

squid and proceeds to correct their assumptions: 

Yes. You have been misinformed. So let me set you straight. I am the rightful 

Heterodyne! Your pink fake left here in bloody shreds! Because this is my Castle! 

I am the one who killed it—I am the one who brought it back—and I am the one 

who will restore it to its full strength! You are going to help me—or you’ll feel that 

full strength on the backs of your necks! Do you understand? (I.11.96) 

Agatha is clearly more in command of her abilities and more confident in her role—there is no 

sweet-tempered novice Spark or bumbling college failure here. She has goals to achieve, and 

she is starting to get used to the idea of using her power and strength to achieve them, even if it 

means threatening some minions with a bit of squashing. 

 Her displays of strength mount as the story continues; when she finally takes control of 

the Castle84, she stands at the gateway, addressing the people. It is clear that, even though she 

                                                
84 While there are indeed many castles in the story, including Castle Wulfenbach, when a character refers to “the 
Castle,” without any other modifiers, they are generally talking about the Heterodynes’ castle in Mechanicsburg, and, 
as the Castle is capable of both independent thought and action, it serves as both a name and an identifier. 
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had previously asserted herself before the Castle’s 

prisoners, the act of asserting herself before the 

general populace is a new experience for her. The 

Castle prompts her:  

CASTLE: Come on, you have to say 

it! Just like I told you! 

AGATHA: Oh, all right. People of 

Mechanicsburg, the Castle is mine! I 

am the Heterodyne! 

CASTLE: Go on, the whole thing! 

AGATHA: [sigh] Okay, okay! Tremble 

before me! (I.11.154) 

The Castle’s prompting may be needed in this 

moment, but it is not needed for long.  

In probably the strongest example, Agatha, having taken control of the Castle and 

established herself as the verified and rightful heir, finds that she must defend her town against 

a siege by the Baron and his people. In the climactic moment, she confronts Gil, who has been 

sent to capture her and take her back to the Baron and Castle Wulfenbach. Although the Baron 

is determined to eliminate her, Gil believes that he can save her and is determined to rescue 

her. As they face one another atop a rain-slicked roof, she finally asserts herself in a moment of 

lightening-accented defiance: “I do not need rescuing. I am the Heterodyne” (I.13.8)! This 

declaration, delivered one on of the highest points in the town, is accompanied by arcing 

electricity and lightning in the background, surrounding Agatha in a striking ring of light and 

Image 79: I.11.154 



205 
 

energy85. Gil is soon removed as an imminent threat (I.13.9-10), and the Castle, which did not 

have to prompt her this time, instead praises her delivery: “Ah, mistress! There you are! …And 

screaming defiance from the highest tower, just as I predicted” (I.13.10)! Agatha has come into 

her own as a powerful protagonist, driven by the redemptive impulse but also willing to show 

less-than-positive character traits if that is what it takes to get the job done. 

Her passion for science as a means of 

solving problems can also, at times, derail the 

positive features of her redemptive impulse. In trying 

to cure a fatal disease Tarvek has acquired, Agatha 

and Gil enthuse about their overly complicated 

process, which will essentially kill Tarvek and then 

revive him: “This has a small, but fascinating, 

chance of actually working” (I.9.79)! Agatha’s enthusiasm for the cure she has helped innovate 

does, however, derail any sense of bedside manner she might otherwise have had. When 

Tarvek weakly notes that he isn’t doing well, Agatha attempts to be reassuring: “No, no! It’s all 

going to be all right! We’re just going to kill you, and then you’ll be fine” (I.9.79)! This is hardly 

the soothing that most patients would expect, although Gil’s bedside manner (which starts the 

conversation with a horrified Tarvek with “Because you are an idiot…”) is not much better 

(I.9.80). The science and creativity involved slightly derail the more altruistic (and practical) 

aspects of the treatment process—even Tarvek gets caught up in the mania: “It’s… it’s brilliant! 

Oh, Agatha! You really do care… It’ll work! I know you can do it! You’re so amazing! Let’s start 

right away” (I.9.80). While saving Tarvek’s life is obviously priority, the science and innovation 

are clearly more interesting to all three. 

                                                
85 This part of the scene almost operates as transfiguration imagery, just in a slightly darker way. Agatha does have 
other, far more explicit transfiguration moments elsewhere in the storyline, but although they too are accompanied by 
electricity and light, they tend to be more positive in tone and depiction. 
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To Be Young and In Love 

 Agatha’s passion for science is, at times, rivaled by her more basic passions, and this 

also helps to make her more of a realistic protagonist, particularly a teenaged protagonist. 

Agatha does not live an abstemious life in the same way that an American monomythic hero 

might—while Superman and others may have to eschew relationships in order to focus on the 

mission at hand, this particular “temptation,” as the American Monomyth considers it, is part of 

Agatha’s life and, as discussed in chapter three, helps shape who she is as a protagonist and 

as a well-rounded human being. Like many teenagers, she is no renunciant and has definite 

attractions, but she is also a little embarrassed that her emotions are so obvious. In a brief 

scene in which Violetta, a Smoke Knight, and Von Zinzer, her chief minion, are discussing her 

potential love life, Agatha reaches her limit86: 

VIOLETTA: Say—you wanna make a bet on 

who she’ll pick? 

VON ZINZER: Sure! But, hey—she’s the 

Heterodyne. Maybe she’ll just keep ‘em both. 

VIOLETTA: Oh please! A boyfriend is an 

accessory. You don’t go around wearing two 

hats. 

VON ZINZER: Oh yeah? I saw this Jäger— 

AGATHA: What is the matter with you two? Are you twelve? Boyfriends? 

Seriously?! I’ve got more important things to worry about! (I.9.24) 

She is not averse to relationships, and does show and discuss her affections at other moments 

in the storyline, but such moments are on her terms rather than other parties’. And while in this 

moment she is actively working on prioritizing current threats over romantic thoughts, something 

                                                
86 The chapter title for this strip is, appropriately, “Agatha Hides Her Embarrassment Poorly.” 
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more in line with the American Monomyth’s “mission first, love later” structure, this is not 

generally typical for her. 

 Her first attraction during the storyline takes place during her time with Master Payne’s 

Circus. Lars, an actor and one of the advance men for the troupe, shares a moment with Agatha 

in reciting a Heterodyne Boys play that both know well: 

LARS: Then your master is mad! As mad as you have driven me! 

AGATHA: Is it madness to see clearly? You only confuse me! 

LARS: Allow me to elucidate! 

AGATHA: …It could be an interesting experiment—if I but dared… (I.4.76) 

The reenactment ends with them close together and Agatha rather flustered: “Really? I never… 

I mean… So that’s acting” (I.4.77)? She is clearly a bit taken with him and finds herself, like 

many teenagers, confused by the attraction. After he later asks if she has a boyfriend and she 

replies that she does not, he explains: “Well, when I’m up on the stage kissing you, it’s good to 

know I don’t have to keep one eye out for some jealous guy jumping up onstage and causing 

trouble… Then I can act less and enjoy myself more” (I.5.35)! She later asks an amused Zeetha 

“But… what did he mean by that 

(I.5.35)?! To which Zeetha slyly replies 

with a grin, “I haven’t the foggiest idea” 

(I.5.35). 
Image 82: I.5.35 
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Although they never have any additional close moments (save for scenes onstage), 

Agatha and Lars do share a mutual attraction, and when he is mortally wounded while trying to 

protect her from the Baron, discussed in more depth in chapter three, it serves as a catalyst for 

her to begin fighting back. But that wrenching moment of loss, not just 

of a first love but also of someone dear, has to happen first and is 

something deeply relatable to the audience, as is the intense, not 

always constructive, emotion that follows. Agatha’s anguish and shock 

are very authentic and very relatable: she cannot help him, and he is 

accepting of his fate—after all, what chance did an “ordinary guy” have 

with a “Heterodyne girl” (I.6.118)? She does not just move on—her 

reaction to Lars’ dying and eventual death lasts for almost five full strips before she takes action. 

A battle has been raging around her87 as she stays by his side, processing what has happened. 

Only after that takes place can she act, driven forward by a hurt and love that is nearly 

universal. Lang and Trimble speak to this as part of the post-American monomythic heroes: 

“readers could admire them but, more importantly, readers could identify with their human 

frailties” (165). Agatha may have moments of great strength, but this moment of vulnerability 

allows her to be a relatable protagonist. 

She does recover with time, although it is clear she never forgets Lars or what he did for 

her, noting at one point during her time securing the Castle that “I don’t want another—I don’t 

want anyone dying on my behalf” (I.9.11). Her attentions do eventually turn to both Gil and 

Tarvek, who were also discussed in chapter three. The two young men, rivals both in terms of 

                                                
87 Here the creative team behind Girl Genius has outdone themselves in terms of framing—in addition to the standard 
multi-paneled strip, allowing for more than one perspective or position on the battlefield to be presented at a time, 
they have used color, focus, and layout on one large panel to draw attention to Lars and Agatha, while still attending 
to the battle pitched around them. See Appendix B for these critical strips. 
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familial politics and affection for 

Agatha88, are each devoted to Agatha 

and her goals, and Agatha is just as 

devoted to them. She originally met 

Gil during her early days on Castle 

Wulfenbach, and the two do engage 

in some flirting (I.3.19) and an 

impulsive kiss in a moment of relief 

and exhilaration after defeating the 

hive engine (I.3.78), but Agatha really 

only develops serious feelings for him 

later in the storyline—mostly, once they’ve been separated by the actions of the plot (Gil is 

another story, as we will see in the next section). 

Similarly, her relationship with Tarvek is far more Tarvek-driven in the beginning—he 

starts out as one of her captors in the castle at Sturmhalten, and while he does attempt to break 

her out (and eventually succeeds), she does not completely trust him (I.6.93) before the plot 

separates them as well. Even once reunited in the Castle, she is startled at his (fever-induced) 

profession of love, as he instructs Violetta to keep Gil 

away from Agatha: “So you obey Agatha, keep her safe, 

and don’t let this Lothario bother her. After all, she is my 

future bride” (I.9.81)! Violetta, Gil, and Agatha are all 

taken aback, albeit for far different reasons. Agatha does 

have feelings for him at this point in the storyline, but again, as for most teenagers, this overt 

                                                
88 It would be quite interesting to study the Agatha-Gil-Tarvek triad from the perspective of the courtly love concept, 
especially the idea that the male-male relationship is as, if not more, important than either of the male-female 
relationships in the triangle. Alas, that is a discussion for another project. 
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acknowledgment of emotion and attraction is a little off-putting for her. And this reaction, rather 

than fawning adoration or ostentatious renunciation of affection, is far more realistic in any 

character—especially a protagonist. 

While her lack of renunciation and decided weak moments set her apart from the 

general American monomythic hero, Agatha’s occasional use of force or display of power also 

serves to demonstrate that she is markedly different from the feminine hero of the American 

Monomyth. While the feminine hero uses emotional manipulation to achieve her goals, Agatha 

resorts, as seen here and in chapter three, to either intellect or force as the preferred means to 

her ends. It is only when she is “possessed” by The Other, her mother Lucrezia, that she resorts 

to emotional tactics. One 

instance sees Agatha working 

with Tarvek to repair the 

Castle, and she appears to be 

teasing him about being “an 

evil, insane genius” (I.11.14), 

then uses outright emotional 

manipulation on him to calm 

him down again: “Oh, Tarvek. I understand you’re just using the experience you gained—at 

great personal pain—from life with your family. I know that, deep down, in your heart of hearts, 

you have a noble soul” (I.11.15). He catches on quickly, however, to the manipulation (I.11.15) 

and to the fact that this is Lucrezia, rather than Agatha, talking (I.11.16). Even if he recognizes 

it, it doesn’t change the fact that this is emotional manipulation, a tactic far more Lucrezia’s style 

than Agatha’s: “You’re acting like Lucrezia” (I.11.16)! The emotional manipulation better fits the 

entity working to enslave the minds of Europa—her daughter’s style is far more direct and helps 

to establish her as the relatable protagonist she is. 

Image 86: I.11.15 
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Agatha Heterodyne operates as a flawed protagonist. She is intensely driven by her 

desire to save the day, but that drive is either occasionally derailed by other passions or by a 

need to operate in a less-than-heroic fashion that demonstrates her power rather than her 

heroism. To an audience, Agatha is the relatable figure they can sympathize with and 

understand: she wants to “do good,” but she falters in one way or another from time to time. At 

heart, her goals are clear, direct, and mostly positive, even if the routes she takes to arrive at 

them aren’t always.  

 

"I admit it. I'm totally one of the bad guys, okay89?”—Gil and Tarvek 

Gilgamesh (Gil) Wulfenbach and Tarvek Sturmvoraus also operate as flawed 

protagonists, for reasons both similar to and slightly different from Agatha’s. Both Gil and Tarvek 

are roughly the same age as Agatha and possess a similar redemptive impulse. However, both 

young men were raised in privileged environments that recognized their intellect and educated 

them with the understanding that they would be future leaders of their respective houses; in 

Gil’s case, he would also someday become the Baron, leading the Europa his father united. 

These similarities and differences manifest in their actions as (potentially) redemptive figures. 

Like Agatha, they are not the abstemious heroes of the American Monomyth; unlike Agatha, 

their heroism is tempered less by headstrong enthusiasm than by their immersion in their 

families’ political machinations and expectations.  

 

Matters of the Heart… 

Both young men are head-over-heels in love with Agatha, as noted both in chapter three 

and earlier in this chapter, and this affection drives most of their other motivations. They both 

may have a heroic impulse, but Agatha and her goals are the dominant reasons for those 

                                                
89 I.11.16 
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impulses. Just as Agatha is not the renunciant hero of the American Monomyth, Gil and Tarvek 

also succumb to the temptations that the American monomythic heroes eschewed. It may keep 

them from being perfect heroes, but it helps to firmly establish them as incredibly relatable 

protagonists in the eyes of readers who may well remember what it was like to be young and 

imperfectly in love. 

Gil’s affection for Agatha develops fairly early, while both are still onboard Castle 

Wulfenbach. Agatha finds out about it second-hand, through 

a fellow student, who relates that Gil was impressed at her 

engineering abilities: “He says you’re really smart. I think he 

really likes you” (I.2.80)! While this could just be 

conversation, without any elaboration as to whether he like-

likes her, as many young people would say, there are other indications. In the impromptu kiss 

scene discussed earlier, Agatha is clearly reacting more to the exhilaration of the situation, while 

Gil is exhilarated in a totally different way—he is clearly smitten (I.3.78). 

This emotional reaction is soon followed by an equally impromptu action of his own: he 

proposes marriage (I.3.84). It is less than romantic, however: “The rest of those bugs should 

keep my father busy for a while. Let’s get one of the little airships. We should be able to make it 

to a town and be married before he can catch us” (I.3.84). He proposes not only an elopement, 

he proposes an elopement that will also irritate his father: “He’s talking about marrying me off 

anyway—it’ll serve him right if I run off and do it on my own” (I.3.84)! Rightfully so, Agatha 

laughs in his face, disdaining both the reason and the timing of such a proposal (I.3.84-5). After 

a brief intervention by Othar Tryggvassen, Gil emphasizes the need to get married immediately, 

as “[t]he sooner the world sees you as mine the safer you’ll be” because she has no experience 

in the larger world beyond Beetleburg—“we can argue about whether or not you like me later” 

(I.3.89). Gil knows the affection is far from returned, but even though she escapes, rather angry 

at him and his reasons for getting married, he still hopes for another chance with Agatha. 
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After Agatha joins the Circus, the 

performers hide her from the Baron by 

dressing the body of a recently-killed actress 

as Agatha. When one of the players shows Gil 

the grave, he is clearly upset. Abner, the 

player, notices. “Um—sir—I’m so sorry about all this. This girl—it’s obvious she was very special 

to you” (I.4.53). To which Gil replies, “Special? Yes, she might have been… it might have 

been… but it isn’t” (I.4.53). For two months, his work consumes him as he grieves for what he 

might have had with Agatha, telling his assistant Wooster that he “always hoped to find—not 

just someone to marry—but a real partner” in a fellow Spark (I.5.95-6). This grief, however, is 

only temporary, and as angry as the Baron is that Gil was duped (“Am I supposed to feel better 

because the heir to my Empire was duped by a pack of carnies” (I.5.99)?!), Gil is equally elated 

(“She’s alive. She’s alive” (I.5.101)!). 

This exuberance carries through to their next encounter, although it may not initially 

seem like it. When Agatha finds Gil in the Castle in Mechanicsburg, the pair do not exactly 

reunite on a positive note—she has just finished laying down the law to potential usurper Zola, 

and Gil, previously friends with Zola, resents Agatha making her cry (I.9.46-7, 49). This results 

in an initially tense moment that soon resolves into an almost-kiss (I.9.50). Although the tender 

moment is truncated by a bullet-spraying madman, the moment of reunion demonstrates that, 

no matter how frustrated or angry he might have been, he still feels for her and, at this point in 

the storyline, he can see that the feeling is now mutual90. His affection for her drives him to 

                                                
90 Agatha did have other moments in which she acknowledged her affections for Gil, but since he did not witness 
them, he would have no way to know his feelings were now reciprocated. 
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make the deal with his father to be mind-

controlled in order to be allowed to save 

Agatha (I.12.152), and when he assumes 

control of the Empire after Mechanicsburg 

enters the time stop, his devotion to Agatha, 

who he initially fears is stuck within the city, 

leads him to accessorize the town’s 

perimeter: statues of Agatha, one hundred 

fifty meters tall, circle the now-frozen Mechanicsburg (I.13.127).  

His passion for Agatha may seem like something out of a grand and sweeping romance 

(indeed, they do have a grand romantic kiss as he leaves the Castle (I.11.123), but it is also 

subject to the awkwardness of young love—it is hardly a thing of perfection, as both Zeetha and 

Higgs have to reality-check the youthful noble. Before Gil and Agatha are reunited in the Castle, 

he spends time recuperating from injuries sustained in battle, and Zeetha is there, at Agatha’s 

request, to look out for him. She can only roll her eyes at him as he equivocates: 

My father thinks she’s The Other. I know I don’t really 

know her that well, but… well… I just don’t believe it. 

But… still… I worry that I could be allowing… erl… I 

mean, maybe my judgment is clouded, because… 

well, if she isn’t an evil threat to all of civilized life as 

we know it, then, well… I’d kind of like to… maybe, 

um… (I.8.30) 

Zeetha doesn’t think much of this rather roundabout approach to confessing love, especially 

since he had previously sent soldiers to abduct Agatha: 

Image 89: I.11.123 
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So basically, what you’re saying 

is: “Golly, I kind of think I might 

sorta like her, but maybe she’s 

like, all mind-bendingly evil and 

stuff, so I’d better knock her on 

the head and haul her back to 

Dad’s lab so he can experiment 

on her. And if we’re wrong and she’s innocent, I’ll zap her back, apologize, and 

invite her to tea.” Good one, Romeo. (I.8.31)  

If Zeetha has little patience for the awkward, roundabout approach, Airman Higgs has even 

less. After listening to Gil moon about how he cannot even approach Agatha anymore, thanks to 

the mind control and her renewed distrust, Higgs finally erupts: “I’ve seen 

this over and over! Damfool Sparks who think they’ve got to send a full-

scale army of giant, singing rosebushes or it isn’t romantic enough! Don’t 

make everything so complicated! Here. Paper. Pen. Sit. Now. Write. Use 

the pen. On the paper. Tell her what you want to say” (II.2.97). When Gil 

interjects that he could “build a machine that would project a simulacrum 

of myself that could explain—,” Higgs interjects: “why I smacked you?,” 

and Gil gets the point: “Or… I could just… write…” (II.2.97). 

 Tarvek Sturmvoraus is similarly smitten, and while his romantic interest in Agatha began 

somewhat later in the larger storyline than Gil’s, it is no less ardently pursued. He sees Gil as 

the degenerate son of a ruthless despot and is adamant about standing up for Agatha’s honor 

when he encounters Gil in the Castle, seeing him for the first time in years: “It is you! I thought I 

heard your degenerate bleating! You get away from her, you swine! I can’t believe you! Every 

time I see you, you’re… you’re en deshabillé and up to the same tricks! Have you no shame?! 

You stay away from Agatha! She… she is a nice girl—not part of your harem of nightclub tarts” 
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(I.9.75)! Even fevered and dying, Tarvek is ready to leap to her defense. He is also ready to be 

her support and emotional defender while she fights off the presense of The Other in her head. 

When Agatha expresses doubt at her ability to keep control and uncertainty about who is 

influencing whom, he reassures her: “You can’t trust your own emotions? Fine. You can trust 

mine. I know how you act—I know how Lucrezia acts. And yes, there is a difference. We’ll beat 

her. You’ll see. I’m going to stay by your side until we completely eradicate all traces of her 

personality from your mind” (I.11.17). He knows this will be a long fight, but clearly she believes 

him and the compassion behind such dedication: 

AGATHA: Thank you, Tarvek. And… 

I’m sorry for teasing you. 

TARVEK: Ha. As long as it’s you—you 

can tease me all you want. 

AGATHA: …wait. Are these my 

feelings, or hers? 

TARVEK: Mm. Probably yours. She’d never be sorry. (I.11.17)  

It is clearly a tender moment taking place during a difficult period for both of them—both Agatha 

and Tarvek are working to restore the Castle, Agatha is fighting to get The Other out of her 

head, and Tarvek is hoping to emerge victorious in the battle for her heart.  

 While it may seem as though his affections are more protective in nature than 

passionate, Tarvek does have his share of moments with Agatha that rival Gil’s for intensity. He, 

too, gets a spicy kissing scene after he saves the wasp eaters from slaughter at the hands of 

the Baron’s forces. Covered in slime, he sweeps Agatha up into a passionate kiss in the middle 

of the town square (I.12.108), then confesses that he refuses to give her up without a fight: 
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I’ve just got to say this properly once so you know. After that, I’ll shut up about it 

and we’ll get back to work—so listen carefully. Wulfenbach… he loves you. He 

really does… And you—well, I was ready to 

give up any hope that might ever care for 

me… but I love you too. For a thousand 

reasons… And I’m not giving up after all. If 

Gil wins your heart in the end, it won’t be 

without a fight. (I.12.110) 

Tarvek is a fighter, and this spirit is not just limited to public 

displays of affection in front of the town91. At the end of 

Agatha’s final showdown with Zola, he pounces on the fake Heterodyne and lets her know 

exactly what kind of turmoil she and her backers have brought into his life: 

You vicious, poisonous remnant of 

my stupid family’s stupid 

interference—with your stupid 

schemes and your stupid 

backstabbing plots… you and 

Lucrezia have done nothing but 

destroy my life and my plans, and 

now you’re trying to destroy the one 

bright spot left—and that I will not 

permit! (I.11.36)  

                                                
91 The subsequent panels show the spectators—soldiers, Jägers, townspeople—placing bets on which one, Gil or 
Tarvek, she’ll eventually choose. Jäger General Gkika even praises him, noting “Dis vun fights dirty (I.12.110)! 
Clearly, this is not a town that objects to slime-coated PDA. 
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His confidence and intensity in these scenes may seem impressive, but he has also had 

moments of doubt that help make his love for Agatha more realistic, particularly for this age 

group. Once Gil departs the Castle following the passionate kissing scene, Tarvek and his 

cousin Violetta have a brief moment in which he expresses his frustrations, and she reassures 

him that he’s likely to win in the end. Angry, he tells Violetta that “when she kissed Wulfenbach, 

my glasses started to melt. There’s no way I can—“ before she interrupts (I.11.130). Ever the 

schemer, Violetta points out the wildly divergent power dynamic between Gil and Agatha—with 

him as future leader of the Empire and her as head of a historically problematic royal family, 

would Agatha ever be able to be an independent leader, or even safe (I.11.130, 132)? Tarvek’s 

edge, she explains, is in his role as rebuilder of the house of Sturmvoraus and his abilities as “a 

total sneak… You’ll weave treaties, build alliances—you’ll rebuild the empire of the Storm King 

from scratch—right here in Mechanicsburg,” and with both Tarvek and Agatha both essentially 

starting from nothing, the relationship has a better chance of being successful (I.11.132). This 

moment with Violetta shows she has a better command of the situation than her Sparky and 

less-than-confident cousin. Tarvek’s confidence builds and ebbs throughout the story, 

something inherently relatable to audience members who may well remember what it was like to 

be young, in love, and hoping that affection is returned. 

 

…and of Empire 

 What may seem a little more foreign to a viewing audience are the royal obligations and 

pressures that both Gil and Tarvek face, although these obligations may be less alien when 

viewed as family obligations instead. Their duties and upbringings influence their actions, and, 

like Agatha, while they may be attempting to be heroic when supporting her and her goals, they 

occasionally fall short. They, too, exist as flawed but relatable protagonists in this regard, and 

both are willing to openly admit it. 
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 Initially, Gil seems like he will be a more balanced, more “good” protagonist. In searching 

for weaponry to defend against the hive warriors (and finding none), Agatha questions Gil’s 

potential as a future despot: “So what you’re telling me is that you—Gilgamesh Wulfenbach—

the person next in-line to the despotic, iron-fisted rule of the Wulfenbach Empire—have got no 

weapons powerful enough to destroy those things… What kind of an evil overlord are you going 

to be, anyway” (I.3.59)? Gil’s response: “Apparently a better one than I’d thought…” (I.3.59). 

But this placid, not-really-evil overlord 

persona doesn’t last terribly long—later in the 

same chapter, being spurned by Agatha shows 

how moody and forceful he can be, even grabbing 

her and calling her “a fool” for not seeing the 

apparent wisdom of allowing herself to be claimed 

as his for her own safety (I.3.89). He wants to help 

Agatha, but he is also keenly aware of his 

shortcomings: “I am here to help her—but it’s like I do everything I can to make myself look bad 

around her. I must have inherited my father’s natural ability to infuriate women” (I.11.79)! His 

heroic impulse, even if it’s heroism solely focused on Agatha, is decidedly imperfect in its 

execution. 

 Gil’s imperfection is rooted in familial expectations: as the only son of the Baron, it is 

expected that he will one day rule the Empire, and the expectation also exists that he will be as 

ruthless as his father, whether or not he actually is. He wants to be reasonable and thoughtful, 

but people only seem to take him seriously if he rants and raves: 

I just took down an entire army of war clanks, and still I get treated like a halfwit 

child!... Always I try to be reasonable. To be fair. I try to talk to people. And no 

one ever takes it as anything other than weakness… You listen to me try to be 

civilized, and you think “Oh, he’s nothing. Him we can ignore. Him we can push 
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around. We can do whatever we want—he won’t stop us!” Because nobody ever 

takes me seriously unless I shout and threaten like a cut-rate stage villain. Well, 

you know what? I can do crazy. I really can. And it looks like I’m going to have 

to… If I’m going to be able to help her at all, I’ll have to give up all this “being 

reasonable” garbage and show you idiots what kind of a madboy you’re really 

dealing with!  (I.8.12-4) 

This entire monologue takes place during a fight scene, as Gil defends himself quite ably 

against a Jäger captain his father has sent to retrieve him. The reasonable and civilized 

approach has failed him, and while this scene may on the surface seem like an amplified 

version of the standard teenage “no one understands me” rant (and there are still elements of 

that present), Gil concludes the fight with a staggering insight: “…oh. Oh no. This must be how 

my father feels—all the time” (I.8.14)! The perception of the ruler of the Empire as a violent, 

raving despot creates certain expectations, and while Gil (and presumably his father) wants to 

take a more reasoned approach to aiding Agatha, he knows that at times he must be borderline 

horrible. Interestingly, he has to repeat this same lesson with the same Jäger later in the 

storyline: 

GIL: If my father is dead, then the Empire is in danger… And if the Empire falls 

now, with the Castle still weak, this town will fall. Everything we’ve done here will 

be pointless. I will have to hold it together… 

CAPT. VOLE: Hyu… hyu iz 

krezy! Hyu is talkink like hyu 

vants me to keel hyu! 

GIL: No, no! I want you to try! 

After all, I have to show that I’m 

strong enough to rule the 
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Empire. We’ll make it a game: “Who’s the scariest monster?!” (I.11.121) 

The formerly-terrifying Captain Vole, now thoroughly cowed, asks if Gil could just kill him instead 

(I.11.121). The lesson has been fully absorbed by both parties: reason occasionally needs to 

take a backseat to aggression and intimidation in getting the job done—in this case, holding 

together the Empire, holding the town, and restoring the Castle. This is similar to Agatha coming 

into her own, as discussed earlier in this chapter, and learning how to take charge, even if it 

means having to be brutal at times. 

 Once he is subjected to the Baron’s mind control, however, his 

flawed heroism starts to become a little moreso. In the final siege on 

Mechanicsburg, Gil confronts Agatha, intending to take her back to his 

father, telling her that “this has gone too far” and that the Baron intends 

to help her (I.12.175). However, he lets the intended plan slip: the 

Baron wants to stop her because he believes Agatha is The Other (or 

at least like her) (I.13.3), and the gargoyles he sent to aid Gil were set 

to kill her rather than abduct her (I.13.8). Gil states that he adjusted 

their settings; he “won’t let anything harm” her and that he will “rescue 

[her], no matter what” (I.13.8), by force, whether she wants or needs it or not. She evades him, 

but it is clear—he has become conflicted between what he wants—to 

help Agatha—and what his father has essentially programmed him to do. 

When Agatha, now far escaped from his clutches, sends a message to 

him on Castle Wulfenbach, his initial response is relief at seeing she’s 

alright. However, as her message progresses and acknowledges she 

knows he’s been manipulated, he suddenly smashes the message 

device—and the Baron’s  “voice” takes over: “The girl is still dangerous—

and my son is still too much of a fool to see it” (I.13.152). It is Gil 

speaking, but this is the first moment in which it is clear just how much 
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control the Baron has over him. The heroic impulse persists, especially where Agatha is 

concerned, but it is greatly overwhelmed at points both by his own flaws and his father’s. 

 Tarvek is similar: he clearly cares about Agatha, but his heroism is tempered by family 

influences: in his case, his upbringing required him to learn to be conniving to survive, a fact he 

is keenly aware of. When Gil calls him out on what he perceives to be scheming, unethical 

behavior, Tarvek fires back: “I got my lessons by surviving amongst a bunch of evil-minded, 

cynical, backstabbing old fools, who were still somehow smart enough to hide an army from 

your father… who, by the way, took over Europa by force, and uses guns to control people—so 

how are you any better” (I.11.76)? Tarvek is keenly aware that both he and Gil are bound by 

their family histories and experiences, and neither is exactly blameless in 

the grand scheme of things. He even openly admits his less-than-

perfection to Agatha. “I admit it. I’m totally one of the bad guys, okay? I’m 

a great big devious weasel. It’s not like that’s some kind of great big new 

surprise! And I won’t apologize for it either—because I’m with you, and I’m 

exactly the kind of person you’re going to need on your side” (I.11.16). It 

may have been spoken in a fit of pique after being needled by Lucrezia-

as-Agatha, but it is a moment of self-realization on par with Gil’s earlier: neither is exactly a 

flawless hero, but that is what it is going to take to help 

Agatha take control of both her Castle and her town. 

 However, while he may be a devious weasel at 

times, he, like Gil, has not completely fallen away from 

trying to be a “good guy.” A moment of crisis finds the 

Castle weakly repeating “I require… a… Spark” and 

providing no other information (I.12.134). Tarvek, in a 

moment of frustration, shouts back: “Yes, yes! I know! And 

you’ve got lots of them! But at this point, the only useful thing to do that I can think of is grind 
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them up and burn them for fuel (I.12.134)! The other Sparks in the room look on, shocked. 

Tarvek quickly apologizes to them, saying “Oh. No, sorry, I was only—I mean I only meant—“ 

(I.12.134). It was clearly a suggestion born of frustration rather than sincerity, although 

Mezzasalma and Mittelmind, the Sparks in question, are clearly less horrified than impressed by 

his idea and delivery:  

MEZZASALMA: My goodness, young man! I am impressed!  

MITTELMIND: Assuming we all survive, you must come work with us! 

MEZZASALMA: Oh, yes! You have the makings of one of the greats! (I.12.134) 

While this interlude with these Sparks is 

clearly for comedic effect, it also serves 

to show the contrast between 

Mezzasalma and Mittelmind on the one 

side (two evil geniuses who had 

previously looted a fallen colleague’s 

corpse for body parts (I.11.13)) and 

Tarvek on the other. Tarvek wants to save the day, but here he recognizes that his statement 

could have had the wrong effect on his listeners. There are still lines he will not likely cross, 

even if those lines may not exist for other Sparks.  

 Overall, however flawed they may be, both Gil and Tarvek see themselves as working 

for Agatha’s benefit, and they recognize not only their own flaws but those present in the other. 

Neither one has a terribly high regard for the other, and while there may be moments of trust 

between the two during emergent moments, for the most part, they are highly suspicious of 

each other and squabble frequently (often about trivial matters). During the rather tense story 

arc centering on trying to cure Tarvek, they bicker about the false Heterodyne, placed in the 

Castle to take over: 
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GIL: Your tame Heterodyne girl told me all about it. And that was a bit of a 

surprise, let me tell you. 

TARVEK: Argh! She’s not my tame Heterodyne girl! This was not my plan! Mine 

was much better. And they rushed it! They’re such fools! 

GIL: Well, what with Agatha’s performance in Sturmhalten, I can see how they 

thought it was now or never. 

TARVEK: So this girl’s in the Castle, huh? What’s she like? Will she be any 

danger to Agatha? 

GIL: Wait—you… don’t know? 

TARVEK: Well, no. I’ve never met her. I said this wasn’t 

my plan. 

GIL: Um. Well, let’s just say I don’t think much of this 

Storm King guy’s taste. 

TARVEK: Oh, really? That’s encouraging. Considering 

the kind of girls you preferred in Paris— 

GIL: True. They didn’t like to play dress up much at all. 

TARVEK: That’s because they were hardly ever dressed.  

GIL: Jealous? (I.9.96)  

Agatha, listening, can barely contain her laughter—in the middle of a serious procedure meant 

to cure a fatal illness, the two have resorted to sniping at each other about their tastes in 

women. It may not speak well of their focus, but it certainly speaks to their age, to their position 

in life, and the continuous balancing act they strike among the need to assist Agatha, the 

pressures they face from their familial expectations, and the realities of having to collaborate 

with someone they do not entirely trust. 

 And this balancing act is part of what demonstrates that, despite their flaws and 

weaknesses, Gil and Tarvek both still operate as protagonists. Even in admitting the larger fake 
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Heterodyne girl plot, Tarvek’s main question is whether or not the fake will pose a threat to 

Agatha. Their concern throughout the entirety of the story is for her: her wellbeing, her ability to 

take control of her Castle and town, and her future as head of the house of Heterodyne. They 

care deeply about her, and that motivates their actions, even in moments in which their flaws 

may be getting the better of them. Additionally, because of their (still problematic) family 

backgrounds and political acumen, they can serve, at least in part, as a means of institutional 

support that an American monomythic hero would have eschewed as corrupt or inept. Here, 

however, it can be part of being a relatable, more realistic protagonist—the “good guys” can 

draw on the resources and knowledge they have at hand (Gil’s weight as future leader of the 

Empire, Tarvek’s political savvy) to help the main protagonist achieve their goals, rather than 

ignoring these resources or dismissing them out of hand as useless. 

 
“He does have his amusing Sparky quirks92”—Baron Klaus Wulfenbach 

 While Agatha, Gil, and Tarvek operate as flawed but relatable protagonists, Baron 

Wulfenbach serves as the story’s most consistent understandable antagonists. Whereas villains 

under the American Monomyth were largely two-dimensional, existing only either to give the 

hero something to fight or to serve as a punishment for perceived moral deficiency93, the 

antagonist under the Transitional Monomyth has more nuance. While two-dimensional villainous 

characters can still exist, the preferred antagonist now often has a backstory and greater 

motivations. In Girl Genius, the Baron, with a deeper personality and a larger purpose as a 

leader, provides a strong example of this new kind of antagonist. 

It would be easy to dismiss the Baron as just another despot of the kind often seen in 

this kind of story—ruling with an iron fist, creating a fearful populace, and persecuting the 

                                                
92 I.9.77 
 
93 Lawrence and Jewett consider this latter point to be the case for most disaster/apocalypse movies, including the 
shark in Jaws. 
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innocent hero just because he can. He is considered brutal, a tyrant, a bully, disdainful toward 

the nobility and However, upon closer inspection, the Baron offers more nuance as a leader and 

as a well-rounded character. Gil cheerfully points out that there’s more to his father than just 

being a political leader: “Most people just know my father as the despotic warlord who rules 

Europa, but he does have his amusing Sparky quirks. Did you know he really loves waffles” 

(I.9.77)? Trivial, yes, but it points toward there being an actual person behind the title. 

Gil also discusses the Baron’s leadership style in an equally quirky manner: “My father 

once wrote a monograph on how to communicate in the workplace… All seven popes ordered it 

burned” (I.8.15). This is rather descriptive of how the Baron’s approach to leadership is received 

and points toward an unconventional management style that perhaps reflects the frustrations of 

the job the Baron has undertaken. The Baron himself admits to some frustrations that are very 

relatable to anyone ever placed in a position of leadership. When Othar, at that point trapped on 

an exam table in one of the Baron’s labs, taunts him about tyranny giving him “no pleasure,” the 

Baron, exasperated, responds: 

No. It gives me no pleasure. Politics always annoyed me. Now I do it every day. I 

haven’t seen my wife in years. My old friends are gone. I haven’t traveled or 

explored—at least with the Heterodynes we had the adventures. The occasional 

fight. Now it’s send in the armies. Then the bureaucrats with mops. It’s become 

an old formula. (I.3.7)94 

The Baron, in working to unify Europa and keep the Empire intact, has had to sacrifice most of 

the parts of his life he previously enjoyed. The burden of leadership means that he has lost 

friends, the ability to go adventuring with the Heterodyne Boys, and, for the most part, the 

freedom to research as often as he would otherwise like. 

                                                
94 This strip is the only place in the entire storyline in which the Baron mentions his wife. She is never named or 
pictured. 



227 
 

This could also, however, have to do with another very relatable feature: the inability to 

delegate. Following severe injury after the Battle of Sturmhalten, the Baron is supposed to be on 

bed rest in the Great Hospital of Mechanicsburg. However, his physician finds him taking a 

“stroll” in a mechanical transport unit. When the Baron tells Dr. Sun that he had to be out of bed 

to handle the crises besetting the Empire, the doctor vents his frustration: “So you’re going to 

handle it all personally?! The idea of having an Empire is that occasionally, other people do 

things for you” (I.8.47)! The Baron believes that only he can fight the war that he feels is coming, 

but Dr. Sun has the last (angry) word: “You are a terrible patient” (I.8.47)! The desire to maintain 

control and the reticence to delegate, even if there is a difference in scale, is intensely relatable 

to most readers. 

 The Baron also has opportunities to 

demonstrate emotional depth. When Princess 

Zulenna is killed during Agatha’s escape from 

Castle Wulfenbach, the Baron tells one of his 

staffers to place her body “in the cold room” 

(I.3.112) for reviving. The staff member replies 

that the reviving process that the Baron plans to 

do is forbidden by the royal families, as it 

disrupts succession rules (I.3.112, I.9.82). The Baron then puts his foot down: “[They] haven’t 

got the authority or the power to forbid me anything. She was here under my protection—and I 

don’t give a damn about their ridiculous games of succession” (I.3.112). When the staffer once 

again objects, noting that Zulenna, as a royal, would care about succession, the Baron is even 

more insistent: “That is her privilege. But she is the one who will choose! Now, go! You’re 

wasting time” (I.3.112)! It is almost an admission that he failed to properly protect her, and he 

would rather her be alive and objecting than dead because DuPree intervened in the escape 
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and killed her. To the Baron, it is worth the political risk that the staffer notes: “While the royals 

have little obvious power, that which they do have, they use with deadly finesse” (I.3.112). 

 However politically astute 

he may be, the Baron can be 

equally oblivious in other 

situations. As Gil attends to him in 

the Great Hospital, he raises the 

topic of Agatha. The Baron 

counsels him that she is 

dangerous, but Gil believes that reports about the situations surrounding her can be explained 

by her being a Spark (I.7.58). The Baron retorts that that is “another fine reason” to avoid the 

girl: “Do you know that every single woman I’ve ever known who had the Spark has tried to kill 

me? They’re dangerous” (I.7.58)! Gil points out that there may be a common denominator there: 

“Father—maybe it’s you” (I.7.58). After a brief moment of contemplation, the Baron can only 

reply “No… no, I don’t think so…” (I.7.58). It may be a moment played for laughs off of an 

otherwise-serious character, but it is also a moment of greater understanding; having moments 

of sheer obliviousness is almost universally relatable. 

The Baron’s depth as a character does not end here, although brief moments that 

demonstrate a sense of humor (I.2.61) or more compassionate actions are dwarfed by his 

distrust and anger toward Lucrezia and, by extension, Agatha. While he knows Lucrezia to be 

The Other, the malevolent entity that caused catastrophic destruction on an enormous scale, his 

own relationship with Lucrezia goes far deeper: a flashback scene reveals that, at one point, the 

two were lovers before she dropped him in favor of taking up with Bill Heterodyne, a close friend 

of the Baron’s (I.4.32-4). To add insult to injury, Lucrezia, lingerie-clad, announces her decision 

to accept Bill’s proposal while preparing cocktails in the bedroom (I.4.32). He tries to forbid the 

union, as “Bill is my friend” and Klaus believes Lucrezia is just playing a manipulative game, but 

Image 105: I.7.58 



229 
 

she affirms her intention and drugs the Bar/on before leaving him (I.4.33-4). The next two strips 

that follow this flashback see the Baron looking at Agatha’s locket, which includes a portrait of 

Lucrezia, before ordering Gil to go find and retrieve Agatha (I.4.35). When Gil points out that 

she has broken no laws, the Baron presses him: “She is a Heterodyne! Her very existence 

threatens the peace! Plus, she is the daughter of Lucrezia Mongfish. That alone warrants our 

attention” (I.4.36). The family connection, both Heterodyne and Mongfish, is not to be trusted. 

This distrust—and the resulting drive to capture Agatha—continues through the entire storyline. 

There is an implied question here that may greatly inform the rest of his actions during 

the storyline: How much of his distrust of Agatha, Lucrezia’s daughter, is due to his campaign 

against The Other and how much is due to his own feelings of rejection? Although the presence 

of The Other is likely the greater concern, and though it is never answered, this remains a 

reasonable question, and it is one that the audience could well relate to. Emotional pain is part 

of being human, and while it would be easy to paint the Baron as a cold, unfeeling, unattached 

entity, giving him realistic experiences that readers can sympathize with (even if he is the 

antagonist) helps to make him a more believable character. 

 He is thoroughly the antagonist, though. Many in Europa do believe 

him to be a “despotic warlord,” as Gil stated, and many of his subjects would 

likely support that claim (if not worse). The people have a general fear of the 

Baron and his people, as demonstrated when Gil and DuPree arrive at the 

Circus in an attempt to retrieve Agatha. As the airship appears over the 

crowd, murmurings of “Wulfenbach” pervade the audience, and even the 

otherwise confident Master Payne shows fear or anxiety as the ship drifts 

overhead (I.4.39-40). Such fear and anxiety is well-placed, as the Baron has not only sent Gil 

and DuPree to find Agatha (I.4.35) but also a squadron of armed clanks (I.4.41). DuPree, who 

will be discussed in more depth in the next section, is suitably intimidating, and while no civilians 
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are harmed severely in the course of the story arc, both Gil and DuPree have left a significant 

impression on the players (I.4.44, I.4.47-9, I.4.53). 

 While some fear the Baron, others, particularly those 

from rival families, disdain him and his tactics. Tarvek 

Sturmvoraus is chief among these; his family, the powerful 

heirs to the Storm King, have long been in opposition to the 

Baron, and Tarvek demonstrates how he feels about the 

Baron and his rule at many points during the storyline. During 

one particularly illustrative moment, Tarvek is attempting to 

beat some sense into a pair of miniature clanks Agatha 

created, telling them as he smashes them together that “I am not enjoying this—but I can do it 

all day! Do you understand” (I.9.102)? While his tactic works on the little devices, Gil smugly 

points something out: “That’s a really good impersonation of my father” (I.9.102)! A thoroughly 

irritated Tarvek proceeds to re-address the clanks: “…And now I will establish an illegitimate 

government based on brute force, which will eventually leave you under the heel of my 

debauched libertine of a son. So make sure to hide all the booze and women” (I.9.102). In one 

brief statement, Tarvek has provided his clear and cutting estimation of the Baron, his tactics, 

his Empire, and his son, and this is only one instance in which Tarvek makes it abundantly clear 

how he feels about the Baron and his approach to ruling. He later states that “even at a 

distance, I still learned a lot from your father: If someone can’t handle an unpleasant truth? Lie 

to them. If someone won’t listen to reason? Make them. If people don’t choose to live 

peaceably? Don’t give them a choice. If you don’t like the rules… Change the game” (I.11.76). 

The approach he describes may make for effective ruling, but it may not make for the happiest 

of subjects, especially those of houses effectively subjugated under that rule, as Tarvek’s was 

(I.5.43), or those for whom the Baron shows little regard in terms of customs and practices, as 

was seen earlier with Zulenna (I.3.112). 
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 Fear and disdain may be reasonable reactions to the Baron and his rule, but there are 

also some in Europa who take a more calculated approach, as demonstrated by 

Mechanicsburg’s approach to being put under the Baron’s “rule.” After restoring Mechanicsburg 

following the attack on the Castle, the Baron, believing the Seneschal to have died in the attack, 

installed a town council to oversee the city—however, the previous Seneschal, Carson Von 

Mekken, was still very much alive, and he kept the town running instead: “Klaus appointed a 

town council. They never caused any trouble, so he left them alone. And they continued to work 

with me” (I.7.76-7). Von Mekken noted that he “always rather liked” the Baron, but he wasn’t 

“going to be the one to surrender the Heterodyne secrets to an outsider” (I.7.76). When asked 

how the town has managed 

to hide this from the Baron, 

Von Mekken proudly replies: 

“Mechanicsburg has always 

been an insular place. The 

Baron is an outsider. Fooling 

him is a sport” (I.7.77). The 

council continues to work with Von Mekken’s grandson, the new Seneschal, and, presumably, 

the whole town has continued to give the Baron the run-around. This has included town 

defenses—while the Baron did his best to disarm Mechanicsburg to keep Europa happy 

(I.12.28), the people would go back through and fix what had been dismantled: “We’d try to 

quietly make repairs… But the Baron would always send someone to disarm things again. Then 

we’d sneak back and fix things so the machines would only look broken. And the Baron’s people 

would come back and break things in new ways. This went on for years” (I.12.29). While self-

defense is certainly critical, there is an element of humor (or perhaps even spite) to such diligent 

guerrilla repair work.  
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However, regardless of how the people feel about him, the Baron firmly believes that 

what he does must be done to ensure the unity of the Empire and protect the people from being 

devastated by war once again. While the history of Europa is only revealed in a piecemeal 

fashion in the storyline, before the Baron took control, “[i]t was all chaos. Everyone was fighting 

everyone else” (I.7.60) in “the long war”. Historically, “Wulfenbach was always a minor house” 

(I.7.60), but the intervention of the Baron in ending conflict changed that. Early in the storyline, 

he describes to Adam, Lilith, and other onlookers how he found Europa after he returned from 

his travels: 

I was away for a few years and I came back to a world in ruins. Death, 

destruction, chaos—the endless fighting—it was like the Heterodyne Boys had 

never existed. Things were worse than ever. So I stopped it. And I did it my way 

this time. No more 

negotiating. No more 

promises. No more 

second chances. And I 

did it alone. Because I 

had to. And it worked. 

And now, here you are. 

Alive. I thought you were 

all dead and I didn’t even 

know what had happened! (I.3.97-8) 

The Baron returned to a different Europa than he left, and he saw it as up to him to remedy the 

situation. If it took violence to restore the Empire, if it took less-diplomatic tactics, then that is 

what it took. Where the Baron was, and still is, concerned, the ends certainly justified the 

means. Part of righting the Empire was also righting Mechanicsburg. After The Other attacked 

the Castle, killing dozens, and the Heterodyne Boys rode off in pursuit of the believed-abducted 
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Lucrezia, the years of death and destruction left people feeling as though it was “the end days” 

(I.7.73-5). Although the chaos eventually subsided (likely due to the Baron’s interventions), 

eventually he came to Mechanicsburg and took control of the city, installing a local town council 

to effectively run the city for him (I.7.75-7). While, as mentioned earlier, the council has 

managed to circumvent the Baron to a degree, he has still worked to ensure the functioning of 

the town, balancing its needs with the needs of surrounding locales in Europa, which tended to 

be nervous at the thought of a Mechanicsburg operating at full power (I.12.28). It may have not 

gone over well with the people of Mechanicsburg, but it was all part of holding together a 

functioning Empire. 

 Holding the Empire together is critical, and if it were just the Baron asserting the claim 

that that justifies his actions, it would be a bit more difficult to accept. After all, as the most 

powerful man in Europa, he is free to make whatever claims he would like, whether true or not. 

Having outside corroboration, however, does make the claims stronger, especially coming from 

individuals who may not otherwise support him. Krosp, the King of Cats, is no fan of the Baron, 

who he blames for gravely injuring his creator: “The Baron studies the Spark. One way he 

studies it is by destroying it. He ‘studied’ my creator, Dr. Vapnoople. I couldn’t save him” 

(I.3.36). However, even though this is deeply personal, Krosp does understand that there may 

be some reasoning behind the Baron’s actions that the rest of the people (and cats) around him 

do not see. When Agatha expresses concern that the Baron will similarly “study” Othar 

Tryggvassen, Krosp reminds her, despite her protestations that “[i]t’s not right,” that “[t]he Baron 

sees a bigger picture” (I.3.37). It may not be the answer she wanted to or is willing to hear, but it 

is likely the truth with the Baron (or with any major leader): he has access to information that the 

average citizen may not, and he has larger goals that may, on personal levels, seem to be cruel 

or brutal. 
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 Master Payne, also no fan of the Baron, understands that sometimes, cruelty is indeed 

what it takes to ensure the greater safety of the Empire. After the Circus realizes that Passholdt 

is infected with revenants and is impassable, Agatha is determined to save the townspeople. 

Master Payne sets her straight: “At our next stop we will inform the 

Baron’s people. These are his lands? He can keep them clean” (I.5.18). 

When she objects, he is even more adamant: 

But nothing! For all we know, those things are some new 

form of revenant—and the only thing to do is kill them. 

Could you burn down people—women and children—

even if you knew they had become monsters? The Baron 

can.  The Baron has. I respect him for that, but I don’t 

want to be him. No sane man would. (I.5.18) 

Master Payne acknowledges that sometimes the Baron must do things that are morally difficult 

for the average person in the name of saving the Empire, and Payne respects the fortitude that 

approach takes. 

 While some Europa-preserving actions on the Baron’s part may take place in a moral 

grey area, there is a point in the storyline at which the Baron’s drive to preserve the Empire may 

well have exceeded the bounds of flawed but understandable beneficence: his use of mind 

control on Gil. Throughout the majority of the storyline, mind control is considered solely the 

purview of The Other and her followers in an attempt to conquer Europa, and its use is 

reprehensible95. The question must be raised, then: if it could potentially safeguard the Empire, 

would the use of mind control be justified? Furthermore, would this act move the perpetrator 

from understandable antagonist clear over the line to villain? 

                                                
95 For specific character perspectives on The Other and her use of mind control, see Corollary #2 in chapter five. 
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 These become critical questions moving 

forward, as the Baron himself resorts to using 

mind control on his own son. During the Siege of 

Mechanicsburg, Gil, now onboard Castle 

Wulfenbach, gets captured by his father, who 

uses a wasp eater on him. To everyone’s great 

surprise, Gil has apparently been wasped—it took place years ago, but the Baron has only just 

now detected the infection (I.12.65, 67). Gil initially fights back against being detained: “I am told 

you have already made three very nearly successful attempts to escape, have injured several 

guards, and resisted all attempts to begin 

any kind of preliminary treatment. This will 

not do” (I.12.149). The Baron makes him an 

offer that will allow Gil to save Agatha from 

the siege. “The Heterodyne girl will die, as 

she should… But you can save her. 

Cooperate with our attempts to cure you, 

and I will see to it that she lives” (I.12.149). 

When Gil sees the state the battlefield is in, 

he has no choice but to comply, giving in to whatever his father wants (I.12.152). What his 

father says he wants and what he really wants, though, are two different things. Ostensibly, he 

wants Gil to begin “treatment” for his affliction. What ends up happening, however, is much 

worse. 

 When the Baron concocts his plan to place Mechanicsburg in a time stop, with him 

inside, he knows that he will also be trapped inside the town as well—the Empire will be placed 

in Gil’s hands while he is away (I.13.33). The Baron’s advisors, knowing that Gil has been 
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wasped, are aghast, stating, “[j]ust to allow him to run loose is rash enough! But to cede him the 

Empire? Madness” (I.13.34)! The Baron, however, has prepared for this: 

I have taken… steps to render him harmless—enough so that if need be, he will 

serve you well as a figurehead… There are many forms of mind control. They 

are… less elegant than Lucrezia’s, but they are effective. I would have preferred 

more time—to work with more finesse—but it is done. He now serves the Empire 

instead of The Other. (I.13.34) 

His advisors are no less horrified at this revelation, even if they do express hope that Gil might 

one day be cured (I.13.34). 

Gil himself isn’t quite sure what has happened, only that he has a version of his father in 

his head, controlling his actions. “He did something to me… to my mind… even I don’t know 

what, exactly… I can’t find his notes…but there’s something like a copy of him in my head—

pushing me, overriding me, making sure I don’t do anything he wouldn’t do” (II.1.67). This is 

illustrated clearly, as discussed earlier in this chapter, when Gil receives the message from 

Agatha; Gil-as-Baron smashes the message device and states that “my son is still too much of a 

fool to see” how much of a threat Agatha is (I.13.152). Gil is thoroughly under the Baron’s 

control, even if the Baron is, at the time Gil is explaining the situation to DuPree, still trapped in 

Mechanicsburg96. 

The situation gets even worse—beyond the effects, Gil is concerned about the larger 

political ramifications of such techniques. “The worst of it is, it sounds so horribly close to 

whatever it is Lucrezia did to Agatha—and the last thing I need is for it to get out that the Empire 

has stooped to a version of The Other’s mind control” (II.1.67). Gil is well-aware that the political 

fallout could be striking—after all, the people would hardly react well to the idea that the Empire 

is both fighting and employing mind control. Here, then, is the larger question with regard to the 

                                                
96 Dimo, in explaining the situation to Agatha, astutely sums it up: “Hyu Meester Gil is trepped, und not all de valls iz 
solid vuns” (I.13.143). 
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Baron: is his use of mind control tactics excusable under the idea of protecting the Empire, and 

he thus remains an understandable but decidedly antagonistic figure, or has he fallen past the 

point of no return, through the “Moral Event Horizon,” and into a truly villainous role? 

The Moral Event Horizon as a trope is “[n]amed for the boundary 

around a black hole from which there is no escape once crossed…the 

Moral Event Horizon refers to the first evil deed to prove a particular 

character to be irredeemably evil” (“Moral Event Horizon”). Similar to the 

concept of perdition in some religions, once the line is crossed, that 

character is entirely beyond redemption (“Moral Event Horizon”). Is it 

possible, then, that the Baron has achieved that status? It certainly 

appears that way—while many of his other actions, both depicted in-story 

and alluded to in historical moments, may have been in moral grey areas 

for the sake of the Empire, resorting to mind control, a tactic used by his 

nemesis and the entity responsible for a divided, warring Europa, could 

well be considered an unforgiveable act, especially considering the distress in which it leaves 

Gil, who looks frenzied and unkempt (II.1.67). While this state could and does have other 

causes, including being the head of the Empire in his father’s absence, the mind control likely is 

not helping the situation. 

However, there is always the possibility that this is either actually helping to keep what 

little remains of the Empire together, or, barring that, as the Empire is considered to have fallen 

(I.13.84), it is at least helping to keep a good face on the leadership as it works to rebuild. The 

façade may be what is truly valuable to the hierarchy and to the people of the Empire during a 

heavily contentious time—in a way, it is quite a Machiavellian principle: “Men in general judge 

by their eyes rather than by their hands; because everyone is in a position to watch, few are in a 

position to come in close touch with you… In the actions of all men, and especially of princes, 

where there is no court of appeal, one judges by the result” (58). Machiavelli may be speaking 
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more to the ruler being perceived as virtuous but willing to act otherwise to get results (57-8), 

but the focus is still on appearance—if the ruler looks virtuous, or, in the Empire’s case, looks 

capable and can keep ruling effectively, what is under the surface may not matter as much. Gil 

looks and acts the part as surrogate ruler of Europa, and that may be enough. 

Does this benefit to the Empire justify the action? Has the Baron slipped into an 

irredeemable state? The trope notes that it is possible to still be a sympathetic character (bad, 

but still sympathetic) even after crossing the Horizon, so it may be that the Baron may still be 

able to be an antagonist without being truly monstrous in the same way as The Other (“Moral 

Event Horizon”). 

As with certain other aspects of the Transitional Monomyth, specifically features #7 and 

8, the final answer here is not yet known because the story is still in progress. As of the time of 

this writing, the long-term effects of the Baron’s mind control have yet to manifest; Gil is remains 

under his father’s control, and the Baron is still encased in the time stop. Without further 

evidence, placing the Baron on the same level as The Other may be a more drastic step than is 

needed, but at the very least, his tactics with Gil ensure that he is firmly in the antagonist 

category. Where he is finally placed in that category, or if he needs to be recategorized entirely, 

is, at the moment, open for debate. 

 

It’s a Pirate Queen’s Life for Me: Bangladesh DuPree 

 While the Baron is decidedly the story’s chief antagonist, a close second would have to 

be Bangladesh DuPree, a pirate queen who appears most often as the Baron’s, and later Gil’s, 

right hand in mayhem and enforcement. Another character describes her quite succinctly: 

“You’re Bangladesh DuPree—exiled Pirate Queen. You kill stuff for the Empire. And you’re 

pretty good at it, too” (II.2.36). This is not far off the mark; quite often, DuPree is painted as 

merely a killer in service to the Baron and his Empire and nothing more. However, on closer 

inspection, Bangladesh DuPree offers an excellent example of the kind of antagonist we expect 
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to see under the Transitional Monomyth. Her wanton brutality and violence may be her most 

obvious features, played as much for laughs as dramatic effect, but on closer study, she turns 

out to be more well-rounded than initially expected. 

 People justifiably fear her and her rather brutal tactics, 

as evidenced by her interaction with Master Payne’s Circus. 

She accompanies Gil on his mission to retrieve Agatha, but 

DuPree’s tactics leave something to be desired. Gil implicitly 

acknowledges her tendency toward over-the-top techniques 

when he reminds her that “this time we want the job done 

without incident” (I.4.41). Her goal, however, is to do her job, 

which in this case is to extract information from the Circus and 

the audience as to Agatha’s whereabouts. Rather than defer to Gil, she takes control of the 

situation, asserting her authority through violence: 

DUPREE: So! You look like you think you’re smart! Who’s in charge here? 

MASTER PAYNE: Er—you are. 

DUPREE: Wow! You’re so smart—I’ll just slap 

this guy around instead! (I.4.42)  

In the next strip, when Master Payne fails to provide her with the 

answers she wants, she does indeed slap “this guy”—the Circus’ 

stage manager Abner—around by using an electric device on 

him (I.4.43). This is certainly neither the first, nor the last, 

example of her violence in the storyline (or even against the 

Circus). 

 DuPree demonstrates on more than one occasion that she lacks any kinds of 

boundaries when it comes to cruelty and brutality, including drawing limits on who she is willing 

to harm or kill, with an early example in the overarching storyline demonstrating as much. While 
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on Castle Wulfenbach, Agatha is revealed to be the Heterodyne, and the chase is on to capture 

her and any who would abet her escape. The students living onboard the Castle do their best to 

obstruct her pursuers, including one student, Zulenna, who reveals that her family has good 

reason to protect the newly-discovered heir: “The Heterodynes saved my family’s lands. 

Designed our defenses. The Baron had to treat us with respect. We would have been nothing 

without their help… Her family saved mine. Everything I am dictates that I do this” (I.3.106-7). 

Drawing a fencing foil, Zulenna initially buys the students and Agatha time to escape by 

confronting the students’ nanny, but DuPree is not willing to play around, even with students, 

when it means achieving the Baron’s ends. She offers to take care of the situation instead: 

ZULENNA: I’m serious. 

DUPREE: Well, so am I, kiddo. And really, I’m sure you’re pretty good! 

ZULENNA: Oh!  

DUPREE: But, you know, I’m a pirate queen! I do this for a living! (I.3.109) 

Rather than engage the young swordfighter in duel, DuPree 

has instead resorted to driving a dagger into the teenager’s 

heart, then throwing her body over the balcony railing97. 

Clearly, she not only plays dirty, she has no boundaries when 

it comes to murdering children; in the last panel of this 

particular strip, she looks forward eagerly to taking out the 

others: “Ha. That was fun. Now let’s get the rest” (I.3.109)! DuPree shows few boundaries 

based on age, gender, or even technique, as seen later in the storyline. 

                                                
97 While it is perfectly natural to feel sad about this scene, it does turn around—Zulenna may be gone, but the nanny, 
VonPinn, makes sure to teach DuPree a bit of a lesson in the next few strips, and the Baron’s timely intervention 
prevents DuPree from pursuing the other students. Zulenna’s sacrifice does what it intended: it bought time for 
Agatha and her friends to escape. 
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 After a significant fight scene that lands many of the characters in the hospital, DuPree, 

sporting a fractured jaw herself, is summoned to the Great Hospital in Mechanicsburg to watch 

over the Baron, who lies incapacitated and in grave danger of being assassinated. His son Gil, 

hoping to leave to aid Agatha in taking the Castle, assigns the muted but still violent DuPree to 

babysit. The conversation proves 

interesting:  

GIL: Your orders are 

simple—kill anyone who 

enters, except Dr. Sun 

and myself. 

DUPREE [in pictograms]: Men, women, children?  

GIL: Yes, anyone. 

DUPREE [in pictograms]: Knife, gun, axe, cheese? 

GIL: Yes, however you want. 

DUPREE [in pictograms]: World’s Best Boss! (I.7.62) 

While certainly lighter in tone than the previous example, it still demonstrates that DuPree’s 

focus is violence, and this violence is largely without any kind of boundaries, even to the point of 

weaponized dairy products. DuPree’s raison d’être is violence—this is who she is and what she 

does, and she does it cheerfully98. 

Another truly DuPree moment sees her and Gil hot on the trail of the individuals who 

abducted Tarvek Sturmvoraus, bursting through a window in an attempt to catch the kidnappers 

by surprise: 

                                                
98 In many ways, DuPree is the living (although twisted) embodiment of the old saw “If you do what you love, you’ll 
never work a day in your life.” 
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DUPREE: Look out! He’s got a gun! 

GIL: So do you! 

DUPREE: Why, so I do! Hooray! (II.3.88)  

No hesitation exists: DuPree gleefully leaps through the 

window, her broad grin a striking contrast to Gil’s grim or 

determined countenance. Nowhere in the storyline does 

she indicate an unwillingness to face potential attackers or 

targets, and she frequently (far more than could be 

included here) approaches such situations with a sunny 

disposition more appropriate to working with small children—although, as indicated previously, 

we know exactly what she would do with—or to—those children. 

 While her enthusiastic violence has been established to be without boundaries, it does, 

as illustrated earlier, frequently have a specific target: Agatha. She is no less cheerful in her 

pursuit of the newest Heterodyne; she is positively gleeful when helping Gil track Agatha down 

early in the storyline. They have followed her to Master Payne’s Circus, and DuPree believes 

that they have finally found her hiding among the townspeople. She is positively celebratory as 

she watches a clank catch who she believes to be Agatha (I.4.44). Her willingness to apprehend 

Agatha even extends to threatening Gil: 

DUPREE: Oh-ho, 

now. You’re not 

going to try anything 

stupid, are you? 

GIL: Erk! 

DUPREE: Your 

problem is you’re still 
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thinking “fiancée.” The word you want is “prisoner.” (I.4.44) 

DuPree has a smile on her face as she presses a firearm to the heir to the Empire, a move that 

takes a certain amount of confidence. While they do not apprehend Agatha during this particular 

encounter, DuPree’s cheer continues during the planning for a later attempt. When one of the 

Baron’s (now Gil’s) aides raises a concern that Agatha may in fact be the feared Other, DuPree 

demonstrates that her concern is slightly different: 

BORIS: Am I the only person who worries about this?! 

DUPREE: I’m worried. 

BORIS: Well, that’s— 

DUPREE: I’m worried I won’t get a chance to shoot her. (I.12.34) 

It wouldn’t be unfair to say that DuPree takes joy in the simple things in life (although her simple 

things are a little more brutal than most). She is a pirate queen, as reinforced earlier, and she 

enjoys her job. As stated at the beginning of this chapter, she kills things for the Empire. And 

she’s very good at what she does. 

This frequently cheerful willingness to resort to wanton violence makes DuPree a perfect 

henchwoman—or perhaps even a villain in her own right. In an American monomythic 

environment, she could easily have succeeded as a minor villain. She seems to operate single-

mindedly (support the Baron and his mission), with little depth or perspective beyond carrying 

out the orders that support the Empire’s goals. She is, on the surface, exactly what we would 

expect to see in a two-dimensional henchperson or small-scale villain under the American 

Monomyth. However, this is the Transitional Monomyth, and digging deeper into depictions of 

DuPree offers a more nuanced picture demonstrating that she indeed belongs in the realm of 

relatable antagonists rather than in that of cardboard bad guys. The gleefully homicidal 

personality even falters at times, giving way to authentic emotions and perspectives beyond 

wholesale slaughter and brutality and forcing the audience to more fully consider her potential 

as a thoroughly-developed character. 
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When not presented as a gun (or cheese) for hire, DuPree is often played for laughs or 

presented as unintelligent, or, frequently, both. The Baron clearly sees her as simply a hired 

goon, with little independent or intelligent thought of her own. After the circus performers hide 

Agatha, they dupe Gil and DuPree with a charred corpse they pass off as the escaped 

Heterodyne. Upon returning the body to the Baron, he is less than pleased with both the 

situation and his henchwoman: 

BARON: DuPree. When I say the words “alive and unharmed”—do any neurons 

actually fire in that brain of yours? 

DUPREE: Um—no sir! 

BARON: I thought not. (I.4.60) 

Clearly DuPree is not earning any favorite minion points today. His dim view of DuPree is 

reinforced elsewhere, and she does a fair job on her own of undermining her intelligence. In yet 

another scene in which the Baron is ranting about the situation at hand, DuPree and Othar are 

left standing and listening to the diatribe: 

OTHAR: Am I… missing something?  

DUPREE: Whenever he goes on like this, I just 

think of how many different ways I can spell 

“eviscerate.” (I.9.8) 

Spelling99 may not be DuPree’s strong suit, but then again, 

neither are more mathematical matters, as she reveals in a 

dialogue with Zeetha later on in the storyline. Neither fighter is 

especially keen on tallying up the damage they’ve done over the 

years—not out of an unwillingness but more out of a disinterest: 

                                                
99 Pedants will quickly and astutely point out that there is only one way to spell it correctly, while those of a more 
whimsical nature would supply that there are likely many ways that DuPree can quite happily misspell it. 

Image 120: I.9.8 



245 
 

DUPREE: Ha—“pretty good?” Do you even know 

how much stuff I’ve killed? 

ZEETHA: Hey, I don’t even keep track of how 

much I’ve killed. 

DUPREE: Oh, sure. Numbers, right?  

ZEETHA: Yeah, tell me about it. (II.2.36) 

Clearly, DuPree is not regarded as much of a thinker: she isn’t 

keen on numbers, she doesn’t know when she’s being insulted 

by the Baron, and she has little regard for Sparks (“[they] like to hear themselves talk,” II.3.119). 

And all of that is presented in an amusing fashion—DuPree may be a skilled assassin, but she’s 

also a laughable figure. However, there may be more to DuPree in terms of emotional 

development and deep thought than the surface presents. 

 Bangladesh DuPree does, in fact, present more emotional range than just “cheerfully 

violent,” and perhaps one of the most striking moments of contrast for her is seen when she 

develops a crush on the equally violent Captain Vole, a Jägermonster initially in service to the 

Baron. However, when he sees that Gil’s goals are markedly different from his father’s, Vole 

also sees the (gruesome) possibilities: 

Hyu is goink against 

hyu poppa? Whoo! 

Dot’s gonna be some 

var! Messy, terrible, 

civil var! De Empire 

vill be in flames! De 

pipple vill be crushed 

betveen hyu! Hyu will 
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unleash an ocean ov blood! Dis is more den hy effer could heff hoped for!  It vill 

be glorious!” (I.12.48) 

Apparently, these are the magic words100, because, in the very next panel, it is obvious that 

DuPree is absolutely smitten, with a stricken look on her face and an aptly positioned heart next 

to her. The queen of murder and mayhem has found her king, and when he finds out, Gil finds it 

absolutely precious: 

DUPREE: I… I liked that one! 

GIL: You… like him? You… like… you—?! Wahahahaha! Of course you do! He’s 

a bloodthirsty, treacherous killing machine! Oh, this is just priceless! Bang has a 

booyfriend! hee hee! (I.12.53) 

The idea that DuPree could fall in love is laughable to Gil but not entirely outside the realm of 

possibility for a villain in the Transitional monomythic framework. Just as the heroes in the 

American Monomyth remained largely solitary, the villains never seemed to form attachments, 

either; while Lawrence and Jewett did not address this concept, it makes sense—a two-

dimensional character that exists either solely for the hero to oppose (for example, villains in 

any incarnation of Batman) or to act as a moral judge on an unworthy society (the shark in 

Jaws) has no need for emotional connections that would serve as distractions to the mission at 

hand. Here, DuPree is hinting at the expanded possibilities present for both protagonists and 

antagonists to be more complete characters. 

 DuPree’s emotional depth expands beyond the affection she feels for Captain Vole; in 

the storyline, she has one particularly resonant moment of emotional vulnerability: when she 

has to admit to Gil that she failed to defend the Baron. The siege of Mechanicsburg has just left 

the Great Hospital in ruins, and the Baron, a patient there, has yet to be located among the 

                                                
100 They’re the magic words, just delivered in Jäger dialect. For more on the Jägerkin, their manner of speaking, and 
their role in the storyline, see chapter 6 on the third corollary to the Transitional Monomyth. 
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rubble. He is presumed 

dead, and DuPree, who had 

previously been tasked by 

Gil with guarding the Baron, 

is devastated:  

GIL: Weren’t 

you with my 

father? What happened? 

DUPREE: He sent me out of the hospital! 

GIL: --And you went?! 

DUPREE: Well, yes! Because doing what he says is my job! 

GIL: Oh, and you always follow orders. 

DUPREE: Hey, I followed his orders! Even when I thought they were stupid! He 

says go do with stupid thing—I go do it! And when the attack came, I had to run 

all the way back to the hospital! But I couldn’t… I couldn’t find him! I couldn’t find 

him anywhere! And… and… And then the whole place came down, and I couldn’t 

save him! [sob sob] I really, really tried! (I.12.32)  

She is quite obviously beside herself in a way that hasn’t been seen before this event—or even 

since. Whether it is over the loss of the Baron or over her perceived failure to save him from the 

collapse of the hospital, DuPree, our effervescent assassin, is distraught to the point of 

collapsing in tears on Gil, whose demeanor quickly shifts from anger to compassion. It is a 

moment of weakness, of vulnerability, in a character that typically has been in a position of 

strength and reliability. In her tears, DuPree becomes more nuanced, more believable, more 

human, and this continues in her reaction to her own vulnerability. In the final panel of the strip, 

she, still crying and being supported by Gil, snarls “You have made me cry. For this I will kill 
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you” (I.12.32). A brief moment of vulnerability and a flash of what may well be embarrassment at 

that vulnerability help to create a more well-rounded DuPree. 

 The nuances to her presentation do not stop with emotional depth, however. While 

DuPree, as noted earlier, is often played for laughs as unintelligent, there are moments during 

the storyline in which she demonstrates greater awareness and insight than most would give 

her credit for. Where Gil is concerned, she is particularly alert to change and conflict, as 

demonstrated particularly effectively in the more recent parts of the larger story arc. During the 

main storyline, the Baron, believing Gil to have been wasped in his younger days, uses his own 

mind control techniques to ensure that, should the Baron be unable to rule, Gil would then 

govern in accordance with how his father would run the Empire. This fact is known to only a 

select few individuals highly placed in the government—and to the audience. DuPree is not one 

of the insiders, but she knows that something is afoot and confronts Gil directly in order to get 

answers. The delivery is pure DuPree, but the insightfulness is something new for everyone—

including Gil: 

DUPREE: You’ve always 

been weird. And you got 

weirder after you had the 

Empire dropped in your 

lap, which makes sense. 

This is different. Since that 

Heterodyne girl came back, 

you’ve been saying and 

doing some really strange 

stuff. Sometimes, it’s just 

you being an idiot, like 

always—but more and more, you’re a completely different person. Explain. 
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GIL: Okay, fine. You see— 

DUPREE: Liar!  

GIL: I didn’t even— 

DUPREE: You were about to! You can fool all your cowed subjects and scuttling 

lackeys—but I can tell something’s wrong! I know you! (II.1.66) 

DuPree has figured out that something has happened that she was never informed of, 

something making him not quite himself. She also makes it abundantly clear that she cannot be 

as easily duped as the people who surround Gil-as-acting-Baron: “And if you are Gil, you know 

me—and you know what I’ll do if you try lying again” (II.1.66). 

She is still every bit the terrifying figure, but here she 

demonstrates real insight. The rest of the Empire may be 

fooled by Gil’s behavior and may also be quite satisfied that he 

rules just as his father did. But DuPree sees through the out-

of-character behavior: even if this is Gil, it truly isn’t, and he 

needs to explain himself to her… quickly. When he does 

explain that he allowed the Baron to employ mind-control 

techniques on him, she reacts in, again, true DuPree fashion: 

“Well, at least now I know who to hit” (II.1.67) and proceeds to punch Gil for allowing it to 

happen. This is not the blindly obedient Empire lackey that earlier brutality seemed to indicate; 

she is self-possessed and openly critical (to put it mildly) of the Baron’s techniques, especially 

one that she reviles as much as this one. 

 She is also hopeful that there may be a way to fix Gil, and that the remedy may be 

something Agatha can provide. In the story arc “The Fighting Girls Tea and Cake Society,” 

Zeetha notes that DuPree knows more than she is willing or able to let on: “There’s something 

wrong with Gil—that much is obvious. Agatha is pretty sure it’s some kind of mind control—and 

she’s probably right. It would explain why DuPree here doesn’t want to say too much—secrets 
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of the Empire, and all that—but she doesn’t like it” (II.2.38). 

Despite being an object of humor, an assassin often played 

for a superficial reaction, DuPree clearly has a good grasp 

on the situation—she not only recognizes and uncovers the 

issue at hand, she is willing (with some reticence) to seek 

out her former quarry in an attempt to rectify the situation 

and save Gil. 

DuPree doesn’t refute anything Zeetha has said, and while she will not directly confirm it, 

she grudgingly compliments the green-haired Amazon: “…you know, you’re not as big a 

muscle-brain as you pretend to be” (II.2.38). Zeetha, however, isn’t one to let things rest on a 

serious note: 

ZEETHA: Well, I’m not as good at 

acting dumb as you— 

DUPREE: I’m not acting… Hey! 

ZEETHA: See? You’re really 

good! (II.2.38) 

Lest the scene between two supporting 

characters get too grave, someone has to play 

for laughs, and since she is an antagonist, 

DuPree cannot truly have the upper hand 

against Zeetha, Agatha’s advisor and trainer. But it also demonstrates the striking difference 

between the superficial read on DuPree (as well as other characters) and the thorough grasp 

she has on the situation. 

 As demonstrated, under the framework of the American Monomyth, Bangladesh DuPree 

could easily be played as a two-dimensional sidekick to a stereotypical villain, or even as a 

minor villain in her own right. She has, at least superficially, all of the qualities and 
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characteristics we would expect to see, including a willingness to non-virtuous violence, an 

opposition to the hero, and a seemingly blind willingness to follow orders unquestioningly. 

However, a deeper study of her presentation demonstrates that she offers more nuance: her 

violence is indeed non-virtuous, but her insights about the workings of the Empire, coupled with 

a deeper emotional range, allow her the sort of multifaceted nature more typical of the 

Transitional monomythic antagonist. Realistically, if she were working for “the good guys,” she 

could quite plausibly be considered a well-rounded secondary character operating as a new 

grounded center (see chapter 6: “Corollary #3: Recentering the Secondaries”). Because she 

doesn’t, though, she belongs here, in the realm of antagonism in service to the Empire.  

 
Why this concept matters  

 The Transitional Monomyth operates in a world that is, in some ways, disillusioned by 

the more traditional heroes and villains. The idea of flawless heroes is unfulfilling—characters 

that are beyond aspiration by the consumer public are at best boring and at worst discouraging. 

The increasing push in popular culture across all media forms (film, television, comics, and so 

on) is for better, more diverse representation in all aspects of creative production: both in front 

of and behind the camera, literally and figuratively. This logically also extends, I believe, to 

character roles; we don’t just want heroes that look like us, we also want heroes that are like us: 

flawed, tempted, nuanced creatures who may not always make the best choices or have the 

most altruistic motives. Perfect heroes may still have a place, but they are no longer the main 

event; that position is now being filled by the relatable protagonist. 

 Similarly, villains need to be more believable, in no small part because they need to 

match the relatable protagonist. Villains who exist solely to oppose the hero and lack deeper 

motives do not make for interesting, challenging antagonists, and while there still is a place for 

the two-dimensional villain on occasion, it is far more interesting to have an antagonist that can 

be, if not sympathized with, at least understood, in whole or in part. The audience members 



252 
 

wouldn’t necessarily react in the same way or choose the same path, but they can at least 

understand the motivation behind it, and that can lead to some piercing insights: the good guys 

are like us, but so are the bad guys. 

 

Conclusion  

 The American Monomyth offered the viewing/reading public a predictable type in terms 

of both heroes and villains: the heroes would ride in, save the day with virtuous violence, and 

ride off into the sunset when the job was done, while villains often existed solely for the hero to 

demonstrate their powers or weapons. The hero was abstemious, the villain suitably two-

dimensional, and good predictably triumphed in the end. The American monomythic construct 

served to perpetuate constructions of American self-identity: the fearless pioneer, the salvific 

figure, the delicate domestic redeemer, and the guns-blazing vigilante, all heroes and all part of 

creating and maintaining the “City on a Hill” construct. 

 However, tastes are and have been changing—flawless heroes and cardboard villains 

are not as in demand. In their place are protagonists with relatable flaws and features and 

antagonists whose motivations can, at the very least, be understood. The structures of the 

Transitional Monomyth allow for protagonists and antagonists who come across as more 

plausible, more reasonable, and more interesting. There still may be a fair number of 

commonalities with the heroes and villains of yesterday, but this is an asset of the transitional 

structure: it allows for and acknowledges change, without being so starkly different as to be 

jarring. 

 



253 
 

 
101 

 

 

Corollary #2: Purely Good, Purely Evil 
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Corollary #2: Pure good and pure evil do still exist, but their extremity must be even more 

marked than before. The concept of pure good and pure evil does still remain, but they manifest 

in different ways. Entities that are purely good (above reproach or without the flaws that would 

preclude (super)heroic status) are discounted as unreal, as relics from a different time—the 

archetypal American monomythic era. 

 

Pure evil (lacking any sort of relatable motivations that might otherwise mitigate a revulsive 

response) also exists, but, unlike in the American Monomyth, evil can become an intangible 

entity/concept that either works as a nebulous oppressive force or through proxies. Pure evil 

must have passed the point of no return, what TVTropes.org refers to as the “Moral Event 

Horizon,” a point at which there is, realistically, no possible redemption for the acts committed. 

  

Introduction 

 It all seems very post-modern, the idea that the heroes and villains are now not 

completely, not exactly heroic or villainous. The idea that the good guys no longer always are, 

nor are the bad guys completely objects of total revulsion, feels, on the surface, a little 

relativistic. The immediate response would be to ask if good and evil still exist in this new 

monomythic structure—are we relegated to only working with shades of grey, or are we even 

able to draw boundaries in black and white anymore? 

 The Transitional Monomyth answers in the affirmative. Good and evil still definitely and 

definitively exist, but they operate in ways different from what was expected under the American 

Monomyth. Even though our perfect heroes have become flawed protagonists and our villains 

antagonists that the consumer can, on some level, understand, the purely good and purely evil 

still have a place in this new mythic structure. However, they exist in more extreme fashion—

while the pro- and antagonists are now more moderated, good/evil are driven more to the 

extreme ends of the spectrum. Good characters are now raised to the status of legends, while 
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evil characters are transformed into things of nightmares. This chapter discusses the ideas of 

truly good and truly evil in the Transitional Monomyth, then applies this corollary to the 

Heterodyne Boys, Othar Tryggvassen, and The Other as examples of the corollary in action. 

 
Corollary #2: What the new framework means for good and evil  

 Truly good characters, under the Transitional Monomythic framework, are callbacks to 

the kinds of heroes seen in the American Monomyth. These characters are the morally upright, 

renunciant entities driven by the salvific impulse that hapless populaces and audiences alike 

crave. Despite a deep desire for main characters that offer nuance and relatability. there 

remains something equally deeply appealing about someone virtuously swooping in and 

magically saving the day before we have to intervene to save ourselves. These good characters 

retain the structures and behavior patterns frequently seen in the heroes detailed by Lawrence 

and Jewett; however, rather than flatly presented as inarguably good figures, these characters 

press so far to the extreme that they cease to be believable102. Here in the Transitional 

Monomyth, the truly good characters generally present in one of two ways: legendary or absurd. 

 Good, taken to its extremity, can elevate a character to a legendary status. He or she 

becomes an aspiration figure, an entity spoken of in story and song, perhaps even a demigod. 

They become objects of myth themselves, with all of the attendant features. In Girl Genius, this 

is the fate of Bill and Barry Heterodyne, generally referred to collectively in-story as the 

Heterodyne Boys. Having vanished without explanation years before the main story begins, the 

Heterodyne Boys have attained legendary status among the people of Europa, who fervently 

wish for their return. 

 Good characters can also become so exaggerated that their goodness becomes 

absurd—they become something so monomythically typical that they become, at times, more 

                                                
102 Believability is relative—how believable is/was a Kryptonian flying about or a reclusive billionaire with all the latest 
and greatest technology available at just the right time? Still, for the sake of the (super)heroic discussion, we press 
onward. 
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amusing than inspiring. There is something laughable in the idea of a character being so 

ascetic, so abstemious, and, on occasion, so self-righteous in the pursuit of their noble goals. 

Rather than becoming objects of myth, they become objects of frustration or ridicule. Othar 

Tryggvassen serves as Girl Genius’ example of the good-guy-gone-absurd, although, as we will 

see later in this chapter, there remains something both endearing and appealing about the 

salvific hero of the American Monomyth. 

 Far less appealing is the presentation of evil in the Transitional Monomyth. While 

presentations of truly good characters may be more positive than even seen in the American 

Monomyth, there is nothing positive or redeeming about the truly evil characters. These entities 

dwell in the very extremes, lacking any of the potentially redeeming features present in the 

antagonists. While evil as presented in the American Monomyth is an embodiment rather than 

“an abstraction,” as Poindexter noted (63) and Lawrence and Jewett frequently demonstrated 

through examples, this new evil is something far more terrifying: no corporal presentation is 

necessary, and this offers greater fodder for nightmares. The evil of the American Monomyth 

can be faced directly, confronted—but how do, how can, protagonists confront something 

without presence? Girl Genius’ chief threat to the well-being of Europa is also an example of 

Transitional monomythic evil at work—The Other. 

 Let us take these in order, then, and begin with the truly good, the iconic, the standard 

for all that is good and right in Europa: The Heterodyne Boys. 

 
The Heterodyne Boys  

 The Heterodyne Boys are the epitome of the “good guy” good guys—there is no fault or 

flaw in Bill and Barry Heterodyne, father and uncle, respectively, of our protagonist Agatha. 

Although they have long since disappeared and only appear in the main storyline in flashbacks 

or in stories, the mythic status of the Heterodyne Boys is unquestioned among the populace of 
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Europa, from average citizens through the Master of Paris and the Baron himself. They are an 

excellent example of how true good still exists, thriving at the extremes of virtuous existence.  

 William (Bill) and Barry Heterodyne were, prior to the identification of Agatha, the last of 

the House of Heterodyne. They have, in their short lives, redeemed a historically problematic 

family and worked such good in the world that traveling shows and circuses, akin to those 

promoted by Buffalo Bill Cody, stage plays dedicated to their exploits (real or imagined). In their 

absence from the storyline—roughly eighteen years for Bill and closer to a dozen for Barry—

they have reached a truly mythic status. They have become aspiration figures in the eyes of the 

populace, heroes able to conquer the unconquerable and to do the impossible; they are 

(super)heroes out of another time and place, firmly in keeping with the American monomythic 

structure. 

 Before they were ever mythic figures, Bill and Barry Heterodyne were real people with 

very real human connections. Even if they only ever appeared in her dreams and in flashbacks, 

where Agatha is concerned, they are very real figures, her father and her uncle, even if she 

doesn’t make the connection between them and the Heterodyne Boys until much later. Barry 

was involved in Agatha’s childhood, and the storyline indicates that he lived with Agatha, Adam, 

and Lilith for an unspecified period of time, relocating them frequently (presumably to keep them 

safe from threats like the Baron). When the Baron appears in Beetleburg at the beginning of the 

story, Adam and Lilith make the decision to move once again, although this uprooting is 

decidedly not a welcome one: “Confound the Master! We’re not equipped to deal with this. 

Where is he? Eleven years (I.1.45)! Agatha also expresses her displeasure: “But I don’t want to 

leave! I hated the way Uncle Barry kept us moving” (I.1.46). He was, in her childhood, quite 

involved, and he was even witness to Agatha breaking through as a Spark—at the exceedingly 

young age of five:  

AGATHA: Hey Uncle Barry! I learned a trick! 

BARRY: What’s that Agatha? A trick? 
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AGATHA: Uh-huh. You know how when you’re tryin’ to think an’ there’s noise 

and stuff botherin’ you? Well I found out I can make other noises in my head, an’ 

it makes the botherin’ noise stop, and 

then I can think real good! Listen! [hums] 

BARRY: You… you’re… No! Agatha! 

You’re only five years old! You’ve got to 

stop! You’re too young! I… I don’t know 

what to do! (I.1.51) 

His anguish at being unable to protect his niece from 

the trauma of breaking through as a Spark is clear. The heroic impulse is here and operating on 

a smaller scale as he wonders what it is he can do to save her from what could await her as a 

young, female Spark (and a Heterodyne, no less). This dream is followed in short order by a 

flashback in which Barry, no longer hidden by shadows, gives Agatha the locket that would, 

unbeknownst to her, keep her Sparky qualities hidden. He couches it as a present for her—

“Look—it opens and here are pictures of your mom and dad. How they really looked” (I.2.83)—

and reminds her to never take it off. He knows what the locket’s real functions are, however, 

and he grieves the effects that saving the day will have: 

AGATHA: Uncle 

Barry—are you 

crying?  

BARRY: No… no. 

You’re just getting so 

big. [fastens locket] There. It’s done. (I.2.84) 

In the next panels, Agatha is stricken by a headache and needs to lie down—and she notes that 

“the music’s stopped” (I.2.84). The heroic action is necessary, but, as one of the truly good 

guys, he is pained knowing that his device will suppress her talents.  

Image 128: I.5.51 

Image 129: I.2.84 
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 After this scene, Barry has no more recent appearances in the storyline—if Agatha has 

more dreams, if there are more flashbacks, they aren’t shown. There are references to him, of 

course, by Agatha and by others, but Barry as a real person, rather than as a mythic entity or 

relic from another time, stops here. All other flashbacks shown pre-date Agatha and her 

memories. It is also interesting to note, in discussing the Heterodyne Boys as “real” people 

beyond their mythicized status103, that while Agatha has memories of her uncle, she never 

discusses or recollects anything about her father. Bill Heterodyne appears to be just as much of 

a story to her as to other people—when she looks at the portraits in the lockets, it is almost as 

though she doesn’t know or remember her parents: her response to seeing the picture of her 

mother is to comment on how pretty she is104 (I.2.83). Barry is her connection to her family more 

than her own parents ever were. 

To the rest of Europa, however, the personal connection to the Heterodyne Boys is 

supplanted by group connections to the myths—while there is a definite hope that the Boys will 

someday return, in the meantime, the mythic presence will have to suffice. Jewett and Lawrence 

note that “[t]he imposing statues of popular heroes are not all the products of imagination alone. 

In the decisive periods when myths are born, certain historical figures come to assume heroic 

grandeur, capable of capturing the imagination of the public while the heroes are yet alive” (84). 

The public assumes that Bill and Barry are off fighting the good fight, but while they’re doing 

that, the people revel in the “what if,” in the larger-than-life, in the impossibly possible that takes 

place in myth and legend. Indeed, the fact that the Heterodyne Boys have been absent for so 

                                                
103 This is an interesting distinction that parallels the mythicization of Buffalo Bill Cody, as discussed at length by 
Lawrence and Jewett—there is often a vast difference between the real person and the persona he is eventually 
elevated to. The Heterodyne Boys, however, do not seem to be the kind of forceful self-promoter that William Cody 
was. 
 
104 Also of interest in this strip is that Agatha speaks of her mother in the present tense, while Barry speaks of 
Lucrezia and Bill in the past tense. Nowhere in the storyline is it noted that her parents are confirmed dead; it could 
be that Barry has information that Agatha (and the audience) do not currently have, or he just may not hold out much 
hope for their return. In the almost 14 years between the creation of this strip and the writing of this chapter, no 
conclusive answer has yet been revealed. 
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long has had no negative impact on their perception in Europa—it may have even enhanced it 

significantly. 

Heterodyne stories, as a result, are a particularly popular 

pastime in Europa. In addition to the ever-popular traveling 

Heterodyne shows, such as Master Payne’s, one form the stories 

take are novels, as seen in Gil’s personal library onboard Castle 

Wulfenbach. Agatha remarks on how thorough his collection is: 

“Hey, you’ve got all the Heterodyne Boys books! These are so 

much fun” (I.3.16)! Gil’s robust collection is all the more amusing 

when Agatha notes that the Baron often appears as a character, 

much to Gil’s chagrin: “Yes, well, I’d appreciate if you didn’t 

mention these” (I.3.16). There are other stories about Sparks, but 

the Heterodyne Boys books do seem to be the centerpiece. When 

Ardsley Wooster notes that the stories about Trelawney Thorpe, a British Spark, are about a 

real person, however, Gil replies slightly derisively, stating that “Yes, yes, and I’m sure that 

these stories are just as accurate as the Heterodyne series” (I.3.17). To Gil, these are stories 

that exist for their entertainment value rather than their veracity. Entertainment value, however, 

should not be discounted, nor should their instructional or inspirational capacity. 

The Heterodyne stories are also popular when delivered storyteller style, and this is 

often how their stories surface. The entire story opens in the very first strip with a storyteller 

regaling a group of small children; he opens by stating 

Now, this isn’t a Heterodyne story like your mama tells you when she tucks you 

into bed at night… well, not exactly. Oh, we all know they’re out there 

somewhere, fighting the good fight, but right here and right now, the Heterodyne 

Boys are gone. Their lands are overrun, their machines destroyed, their servants 

scattered, and nothing remains but their name. (I.1.1) 

Image 130: I.3.16 
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In the next strip105, the storyteller, a minor but recurring character, continues: “At least, that’s 

what everyone thinks…” (I.1.2). While Heterodyne stories are communicated in both written and 

oral fashion to recipients of all ages, the storytelling impulse seems to be quite popular: while 

onboard Castle Wulfenbach, Agatha listens to Theo DuMedd regale the younger students with a 

Heterodyne story to calm them down. When he finishes, she compliments him: 

AGATHA: Pretty good. I’ve never heard that one before. 

THEO: I just made it up. You liked it? (I.2.51) 

The stories may not always be completely true, but they have a compelling power, and they 

build the reputation and mythic status of the Heterodyne Boys. Later in that same arc, as the 

students help Agatha, now revealed to be a Heterodyne, flee Castle Wulfenbach, Theo, lauded 

earlier as “a great storyteller” (I.2.36), remarks with a stricken expression that “well, we’re in a 

Heterodyne story now. These things happen” (I.3.105). The line between telling the story and 

living the story is a thin one, and this may well be an important feature to keep in mind: though 

their exploits may be exaggerated, the Heterodyne Boys are real people and recent history. As 

Agatha notes, “I’m not used to thinking of them as… as real people” (I.2.51). But real they are, 

even as they are elevated to mythic status.  

 The mythic power and endurance of their stories is well-established. But what qualities 

mark the Heterodyne Boys as heroic entities out of another, American monomythic era? Four 

major features stand out as marking their status as heroes from another time: their outsider 

status, their renunciant status, their need to depart when the mission is complete, and the 

populace’s expectations of them. 

 Outsider status for the American monomythic hero is generally quite simple: the hero is, 

in some way, not part of the community that he or she is intended to save, emerging from 

                                                
105 What’s interesting about this next strip is that the storyteller and the children are seen in the background of a large 
group scene—with Agatha walking to her university in the foreground. This is the strip that formally starts the 
storyline, placing the storyteller in an interesting position: is he a narrator, a participant, or something else entirely? 
The fact that he shows up often and represents one of the creators of the comic makes this a particularly interesting 
scene. 
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outside that community in some fashion. The Heterodyne Boys do this, but in a slightly more 

complicated fashion overall: they are marked as outsiders by their heritage—the Heterodynes 

are markedly different as a major house—but they are also outsiders in regard to their own 

family line—they are markedly different as Heterodynes. 

 Being a Heterodyne historically meant being part of a family line that was often 

distrusted, if not outright feared; while the family had unquestioned power in Europa, their power 

was monstrous, in all senses of the word. On more than one occasion, a character refers to the 

Heterodynes and their creations as monsters, and this is not a recent development. One Jäger, 

Rerich, notes that even the good ones were bad and would never have been tolerated under 

certain political alliances: “He [the Storm King, head of a rival house] vouldn’t haff let a bunch ov 

monsters run ‘round in his nize, shiny empire. Eet vould haff been de end ov de family. Ov 

Mechanicsburg, too. Und de Heterodynes vas monsters. Ho yez. Even de pretty Euphrosynia” 

(II.1.19). Another Jäger, Jenka, seconds this and expands it to include more than just the family: 

“We are monsters, my lady—all of us. The Jägers, the Heterodynes, even the good people of 

Mechanicsburg, in their way” (II.3.8). The Jägers are long-lived, which offers them a long-range 

view of the family and its foibles; they are also doggedly loyal to the Heterodynes who created 

them106, so their assessment of the family (and their town and creations) as monstrous may 

even be on the generous side. 

 Though the town council is decidedly more complimentary toward their historical rulers, 

Agatha herself is also quite honest about her family’s reputation. The council members, thrilled 

to have a Heterodyne in residence again, praise Agatha for being on top of the town’s defenses: 

COUNCIL MEMBER #1: The Heterodynes have always protected Mechanicsburg— 

COUNCIL MEMBER #2: But some of you are better at it than others. (I.12.11) 

                                                
106 The Jägerkin are created entities sworn to serve the Heterodynes and will be covered in greater depth in chapter 
6. 
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They proceed to regale her with anecdotes of entertaining but less-than-helpful means of 

protecting the town from attackers, devastating winters, and the perils of childhood, and 

Vanamonde Heliotrope, her new Seneschal, reassures her that she’ll do fine: “You have fifty 

generations of lowered expectations working for you” (I.12.11). While this seems to be rather 

positive, Agatha, however, harbors no delusions about what her family members are really like. 

As she and Gil explore one of Castle Heterodyne’s many labs, looking for a way to save Tarvek 

from the effects of an assassination attempt, they investigate 

pieces of equipment left behind by previous generations. Agatha 

repeatedly points out how dangerous the machinery is, to Gil’s 

disbelief: 

GIL: Okay, and what about this one? It looks like a 

toaster. 

AGATHA: …well, it is a toaster. Sort of.  

GIL: Sort of? 

AGATHA: Oh yes. It could toast the whole town. 

Look… my family… they weren’t very nice people. 

(I.9.78) 

Toasters of such magnitude make a rather striking statement about the family as a whole—

these are not, historically speaking, the most magnanimous people107, and they have posed a 

threat to Europa at large. 

 When the Heterodyne Boys disappeared, the Baron arrived to take command of 

Mechanicsburg as part of his empire, and high on the to-do list is making sure that the city and 

its people were less of a threat. General Gkika explains the reasoning: “Klaus vos friends mit Bill 

                                                
107 A look at the family crypts only serves to reinforce this point—with tombs with inscriptions like “Iscarriot 
Heterodyne: Everyman’s ‘Friend,’” surrounded by skulls labeled “Friend #101,” “Friend #27,” and so on (I.7.77), the 
reader gets a good idea of the kind of family the Heterodynes historically were. 
 

Image 131: I.9.78 
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and Barry, but historically, de Vulfenbachs and the Heterodynes vere enemies. Effryvun in 

Europa felt better vit Mechanicsburg disarmed” (I.12.28). The family’s reputation meant that 

even if they were absent from their city, the town and populace loyal to them would remain a 

threat. Vanamonde continues where General Gkika left off: 

We’d try to quietly make repairs where they wouldn’t show. But the Baron would 

always send someone to disarm things again. Then we’d sneak back and fix 

things so the machines 

would only look broken. 

And the Baron’s people 

would come back and 

break things again, in 

new ways. This went on 

for years. (I.12.29) 

The Heterodynes are so powerful that their legacy commands loyalty108 and so problematic that 

they must be disarmed (repeatedly), even in absentia. They are wholly unlike the other major 

families of Europa, placing anyone affiliated with the family, including Bill and Barry, in a rather 

firm status of “other.” This alone should be enough to grant the Boys outsider status, but their 

position in the family, in comparison with their predecessors, takes that outsider status to an 

entirely new level. 

 With as extreme as the family is, it is hard not to question how Bill and Barry fit in109. If 

they’re outsiders and others by virtue of an at-times terrifying family lineage, how can they also 

exist as heroes? The answer lies in the fact that as much as their family is “outside” Europa, the 

                                                
108 As an example: When the Seneschal explains that the townspeople await “a new Heterodyne. Any new 
Heterodyne,” Krosp asks if the younger generation will even remember the family that brought the town prosperity. 
Almost as if on cue, a small boy approaches the two, declaring: “My family’s been grave robbers to the masters fer a 
hunned years, an’ I heard there’s a new master, so I dug her up a dead rat cuz that’s all I could find” (I.7.42). 
109 My father and my uncle answer the question of this phenomenon with a pop culture reference of their own—it’s 
like being Marilyn on The Munsters. 

Image 132: I.12.29 
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Boys are as much, if not more so, outsiders in relation to their family. Their plausibility as heroes 

of the highest order lies in how markedly different they are from earlier generations of 

Heterodynes. Having established how “bad” the previous Heterodynes could be, we must turn 

our attention to establishing just how good Bill and Barry were. 

 An early example of the power of the Heterodyne Boys’ reputation takes place as 

Agatha tries to escape Castle Wulfenbach. Princess Zulenna, as noted in the previous chapter, 

willingly stands her ground against pursuers in order to buy Agatha time to escape, even if costs 

Zulenna her life. She states that the Heterodynes aided her family and “designed our defenses. 

The Baron had to treat us with respect. We would have been nothing without their help” 

(I.3.106). While Zulenna does not specify which Heterodynes, both the character traits involved 

in rendering such aid and the timeline of when the Baron came to power would strongly suggest 

that the Heterodynes in question were likely Bill and Barry. Zulenna’s own story is hardly the 

only example. 

 When Agatha joins the circus, one of their first stops is the small town of Zumzum, 

where the players find three Jägermonsters being hanged in the town square. When Agatha 

questions if the Baron would be displeased at the Jägers, most of whom are under his employ, 

being dispatched in such a manner, a local sergeant reminds her that not only were these not 

the Baron’s Jägers, most don’t exactly feel much sympathy for the group as a whole: 

SERGEANT ZULI: These are wild Jägers. And to them with long memories—

them what remembers the Heterodynes—that makes them fair game. 

AGATHA: The Heterodynes! But Bill and Barry— 

SERGEANT ZULI: Bless you, miss. Of course they were the good ones. I mean 

before them. The old Heterodynes. Murderin’ devils, every one—and the Jägers 

rode with them—killin’ for sport and laying waste wherever they went. (I.4.98) 

Agatha is caught by surprise at this, and another member of the troupe points out that “The 

Heterodyne Boys really redeemed the family” (I.4.98). A very clear line exists between the 
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earlier generations and the more current one (or two, if Agatha is included)—the Heterodyne 

Boys are good. 

 Their goodness is also seen in their relationship to the Jägermonsters, a group of 

entities created by earlier generations of Heterodynes as a brutal fighting force. The Jägers 

have been around for centuries as the Heterodynes’ mercenaries, only entering into the Baron’s 

service upon the disappearance of the Heterodynes. The assorted Jägers seen throughout the 

story have numerous stories of their exploits and experiences in riding with various members of 

the family, but Agatha notes something interesting: “The Heterodyne Boys travel with all kinds of 

companions—but there’s never any mention of Jägers with them. That’s 

kind of weird, isn’t it” (II.3.91)? Dimo, one of the Jägers from Zumzum, 

one of the first to identify Agatha as a Heterodyne, and, at this point in 

the story, one of the Jäger generals, tells her that it really isn’t as strange 

as it seems: “Vell, ve iz not in de stories ‘coz ve vosn’t dere. Not officially, 

ennyvay. Dey vos being heroes, hyu know—und dey hated effryting 

about de old family. Zo dey din’ vant us Jägers around causink trouble” 

(II.3.92)! The Heterodyne Boys were doing their best to distance 

themselves from anything that could be perceived as tied to the older Heterodyne generations, 

including their own private army, the Jägermonsters.  

 The Jägers, however, were loyal to a 

fault—“Dey vos our Heterodynes, after all” 

(II.3.92)—and continued to watch over the 

Heterodynes in secret, until they were found 

out: 

Eh, but den, vun time, Master 

Barry caught us schneaking 

around vatching—und Master 

Image 133: II.3.92 

Image 134: II.3.92 
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Bill ordered us all to stay in Mechanicsburg. Dot’s vy none ov us vere dere ven 

dey disappeared. Huh… but hy guess hy ken understand vy dey left us behind. 

De old Heterodynes, dey vos bad guys. Dey never cared vot ennybody thought 

ov dem… But dese hero types like hyu poppa—dey gots to get along vit pipple if 

dey vants to get any proper heroing done… und pipple really hated us Jägers. 

Ho yes. (II.3.92-3) 

Not only were the Heterodyne Boys perceived to be better than their antecedents, they made 

distinct efforts to distance themselves from them—they wanted to reform the family, to be better 

than what the Heterodyne reputation historically was, and if that meant keeping the Jägers at a 

distance, then that was they would have to do. Dimo also reminds Agatha that this is something 

that she will have to keep in mind, as she seems to be more similar to the Boys than to the rest 

of the family. Agatha herself notes that while she doesn’t believe that she is “as bad as the old 

Heterodynes,” she is also “pretty sure I’m not as ‘good’ as the Heterodyne Boys were, either. 

Frankly, all that running around rescuing things sounds exhausting” (II.3.94). Here, too, we see 

how markedly different the Heterodyne Boys are: as good as Agatha often is, as much as she is 

the current story’s protagonist, she recognizes her own flaws and failings. She isn’t the 

Heterodyne her ancestors were, but she also isn’t the Heterodyne her father and uncle were. 

If Agatha exists as a more realistic protagonist, as discussed in the previous chapter, her 

father and uncle are almost to the point of being unreal. They are fully outsiders on multiple 

levels: as Heterodynes, as different Heterodynes, and as protagonists. They are aspiration 

figures in much the way early superheroes were, acting as paragons of virtue and standing for 

the just and right but also not quite “of” the community around them. Lawrence and Jewett 

emphasize this, stating that “[t]he hero in a monomythic story rarely originates in the community 

he is called to redeem. He is an outsider, either in fact or in attitude” (321). Bill and Barry 

accomplish both—they are outsiders in fact because the Heterodynes have long been quite 
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outside mainstream Europan culture and in attitude because they have departed so profoundly 

from familial customs. 

Likewise, just as more conventional superheroes operating under the American 

Monomyth live as renunciants, the Heterodyne Boys also exist in a similar state. When 

Lawrence and Jewett discuss renunciation, they typically mean it in a sexual sense, which Lang 

and Trimble emphasize as part of the transition from hero to superhero during the axial decade: 

“the superhero had few personal relationships and no sexual contact with mortals… The 

superhero could have no distractions from the responsibilities of saving the world” (162). Bill and 

Barry do abide by this concept in certain ways. Few non-sexual relationships seem to exist 

between Bill and Barry and another “mortal” during their stories. As with any story, theirs feature 

many other characters, but in terms of friends or close companions, they seem to be relatively 

limited. Their constructs, Adam and Lilith, caretakers for the young Agatha, often show up in 

various Heterodyne Boys stories under the names Punch and Judy. Adam is honest about his 

origins: “As much as I loved and respected your father and uncle, I can’t deny that Lilith and I 

were not their best work. We’re juvenilia, really, out together in a very… dare I say… slapdash 

fashion” (I.13.123). But though they were created by the Boys, they are never referred to as 

friends during the storyline, nor does Adam refer to them as friends or companions. He may 

love and respect the Boys, but they are his creators and his masters (as any Heterodyne would 

be) rather than companions. 

The only individual referred to as a friend during the storyline is Klaus Wulfenbach, 

Baron of Europa. As noted earlier in this section, Klaus, Barry, and Bill were all friends, and 

multiple Heterodyne Boys stories referenced in the main storyline, including the “Dragon from 

Mars,” as created and told by Theo (I.2.37); in an unnamed story Agatha finds in Gil’s library on 

Castle Wulfenbach (I.3.16); and “Race to the West Pole” (I.4.94-5). While the stories may be 

just stories, General Gkika’s acknowledgment that there was a friendship there lends credence, 

as does Klaus’ own flashback to a slightly salacious bedroom scene involving Lucrezia (I.4.32-
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4). When the lingerie-clad Lucrezia 

tells him that she plans on accepting 

Bill’s offer of marriage, Klaus is 

immediately skeptical of her motives, 

and when she attempts to reassure 

him, he responds that “Bill is my 

friend. I won’t let you” (I.4.33). He is 

less concerned about her feelings than her reasoning, and he seeks to protect Bill rather than 

Lucrezia. He may lust for Lucrezia, but his priority (in this scene, at least) is his friend. 

But Lucrezia does go ahead with the marriage, which is a decided departure from the 

monomythic construct as laid out by Lawrence and Jewett and reinforced by Lang and Trimble. 

Bill, at least, is not the “idealistic loner” Lang and Trimble refer to in describing Captain America, 

an early American Monomythic superhero (163). Bill is idealistic, certainly, but he is no loner. 

This is reinforced when he and Lucrezia have a child—but this isn’t the child the reader is 

expecting. Agatha and her friends, led by the former Seneschal of Mechanicsburg, visit the 

Heterodyne family crypts. The Seneschal points out that despite all external signs, Agatha is 

“not the heir everyone expects” 

(I.7.71). When she probes 

further, he reveals she is in fact 

standing on his tomb (I.7.71). 

The expected heir is interred 

under a marker reading “Klaus 

Barry Heterodyne, Beloved son 

of Lucrezia and William, Born 1x72110, With us but 407 days—forever in our hearts” (I.7.72); the 

                                                
110 The second digit in the year is obscured, which is generally in keeping with the lack of specific time frame for the 
story as a whole. 
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Seneschal reveals that the child died in The Other’s attack on Mechanicsburg (I.7.72). Agatha 

and this son, referenced only briefly elsewhere, do point quite solidly to Bill, and, by extension, 

Barry, who was involved in Agatha’s early life, having family connections that complicate the 

renunciant status. However, their departure, leaving the infant/child Agatha with Adam and 

Lilith, may point toward a more pointed act of renunciation. Even though they may have formed 

bonds with “mortals,” Bill and Barry actively leave those bonds behind. 

The American Monomythic hero cannot leave until the job is done—the ride into the 

sunset or the fade into obscurity cannot happen while there is work yet to be done. For Bill and 

Barry Heterodyne, this concept is somewhat inverted. With most American Monomythic heroes, 

we see the task at hand but not where the hero falls back to after the task is completed. With 

the Heterodyne Boys, the point of retreat is seen, but the task at hand is not. However, their 

absence, presumably to finish the task at hand, is in keeping with the expectations of the 

American Monomyth and with the idea of two heroes seeking to avenge their town and family. 

In the crypts, the Seneschal describes the aftermath of The Other’s attack on the Castle, 

which, as noted before, resulted in the death of both Bill’s son and the Seneschal’s, along with 

the deaths of sixty-three Castle staff members and the disappearance of Lucrezia: 

[T]here had been a fight in her lab. Her assistants 

were found dead—murdered. All of her notes 

were burnt. The Masters returned within hours.  

Master Bill was nearly insane. Master Barry was 

deadly calm. He organized the clean-up and 

rescued all the survivors who were trapped in the 

rubble. The two of them left the next day. And we 

never saw them again. We heard of them, of course. Someone was clearly trying 

to wipe out Europe’s [sic] Sparks. The following years saw the total destruction of 
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forty-three major 

houses. Slaver 

wasps and their 

revenants were 

everywhere. 

People thought 

it was the end 

days. Everywhere, in the thick of things, there were the Heterodynes. Always 

fighting. Always searching. Eventually, the attacks stopped. We assumed that the 

Masters had found The Other and beaten him—but we never knew for sure. 

They had vanished. (I.7.74-5)  

The Heterodyne Boys left to find and eliminate the threat that had impacted their town and 

devastated their family. Bill’s wife Lucrezia has disappeared, Bill and Lucrezia’s son has died, 

and the Castle is heavily damaged—and the entity, The Other, is believed to be responsible. 

While revenge is never mentioned, it would be in keeping with the impulse seen in many 

American Monomythic heroes to take up the mantle of hero, as seen in the movie Death Wish. 

Regardless of motivation, the Boys must depart. 

Their departure begins their mission, and while the attacks have stopped for the 

moment, the Boys have yet to return, which implies that the job is not quite complete. Indeed, 

with The Other’s minions still working to take control of Europa, as seen during the discussion of 

the features present in the Transitional Monomyth, the Heterodyne Boys, presumed to still be 

alive, have work left to do. It may be wishful thinking on the Seneschal’s part, but the Boys 

cannot recede into the obscurity of Mechanicsburg until whatever is threatening the stability and 

safety of the people is finally resolved. 

The people of Mechanicsburg, then, must wait for their heroes’ return. While, as 

established in chapter three, the people are not sitting and passively waiting for salvation, they 
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are certainly waiting for their heroes to return. Agatha is lauded as a savior for the town and as 

the next Heterodyne, but at the time of her first arrival into Mechanicsburg, it is clear: the Boys, 

in all their mythic standing and ability, are who the people are truly waiting and hoping for. The 

expectation is there—the Heterodyne Boys will come back. There is even a statue of the duo in 

the Mechanicsburg town square; part of the inscription reads “We’ll be back” (I.7.26). Clearly, 

the town has no question that their heroes will return. The people of Mechanicsburg are not the 

only ones who are hopeful, although they are certainly the most fervent; the people of Europa 

also hope for the Heterodyne Boys’ return as redeemers of Europa. Zulenna, as noted earlier, is 

just one example of the good that the Boys did for the people, and the Seneschal’s recounting 

of the fighting to save people from The Other’s effects is another. 

The Heterodyne Boys’ reputation and the populace’s expectation of their return collide in 

a staged example. In order to escape the Baron, Master Payne’s Circus fabricates a return of 

Bill, Barry, and Lucrezia, along with Adam and Lilith, and the Baron’s soldiers, currently 

surrounding the performers and their allies, have broken ranks to cheer their return: “Three 

cheers for the Heterodynes! Huzzah! It’s really them! The Heterodynes are back” (I.6.138)! The 

staged scene rallies the crowd, and it buys the Circus, along with Agatha and the Jägers, time 

to escape (I.6.139-40). Marie lets Agatha in on the secret: “A wonderfully hallucinogenic gas… 

We simply spread it around and shouted ‘the Heterodynes are here!’ It was easy” (I.6.141). Yeti 

adds that “they see what we tell them they see” (I.6.141). 

This may initially seem like a mere trick—the soldiers have been manipulated into 

believing that they see the Heterodynes’ return, but this is only partially the case. Marie and Yeti 

have manipulated them into seeing, but they say nothing about how the soldiers are supposed 

to react. Indeed, they have staged this particular scene precisely because they are counting on 

the soldiers reacting in just this way. They know what power the Boys have as redemptive 

figures, and they capitalize on it. The people are waiting, and what they have seen (manipulated 

though it may have been) spreads, with soldiers reporting it to storytellers (I.7.1) and rumors, 
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not all true, soon spreading to Mechanicsburg (I.7.2-4). The people exist in a state of tension, 

ready to spring at the thought of their heroes returning at last to put everything aright. 

This is the role of the American Monomythic hero, and the Heterodynes fill it well. 

Poindexter’s statements that “civilization is collapsing because of extraordinary enemies. Only 

extraordinary heroes—superheroes—can save it” (58) apply quite readily to Bill and Barry. They 

can save Mechanicsburg—indeed, all of Europa—because they are so virtuous, so mighty, so 

much better than the people around them. Their goodness, which is far superior to those around 

them, including family, the Jägers, and their own town’s citizenry, will redeem the day. Even in 

the presence of changes taking place under the Transitional Monomyth, including a desire for 

more relatable, flawed protagonists, the Heterodyne Boys are the heroes we all crave when we 

think of traditional heroes. No matter how unlikely they may be, heroes like Bill and Barry are 

present because they represent the redemption that audiences still hope for—one that can be 

accomplished easily, with all action taken on the part of the hero and little to none of the part of 

the population. We lionize such heroes because of what they can do for us, whether it is to save 

us or to be models for us—the former is just easier. 

 

“Othar Tryggvassen, Gentleman Adventurer!” 

 If the Heterodyne Boys represent the American Monomythic hero taken to legendary 

status, Othar Tryggvassen, Gentleman Adventurer111, is the American Monomythic hero taken 

to an absurd degree. Othar is what happens when the features present in the hero get 

exaggerated to the point at which they become ludicrous: the renunciant status, outsider 

position, and savior complex, all tied to an inability to leave until the job is done, make Othar an 

excellent example of what happens when we take our heroes out of realistic proportion. 

                                                
111 This is frequently how Othar refers to himself (and, at points, how others refer to him) throughout the storyline. It 
becomes a running joke and yet another jab at how absurd he really is. 
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 On the surface, Othar Tryggvassen (Gentleman Adventurer) often serves as source of 

comic relief for the readers and for other characters alike, with some having a rather dim view of 

the hero. In reality, however, he operates in much the same way as other American monomythic 

heroes, including a tendency to operate solo. Othar speaks often of needing another assistant, 

“spunky girl sidekick” (I.2.67), or “apprentice hero” (II.3.3), but at no point in the story so far has 

he been shown to have one, despite attempts to claim, at times, Agatha (I.2.67), Violetta 

(I.12.80), and Tarvek (I.12.165 and II.3.3, among other instances) as reasonable choices for the 

role. 

 It is revealed at one point in the storyline that he does have a 

little sister, Sanaa, whom he finds during a quest to retrieve Gil from 

the Castle, but the relationship has been, at best, strained since he 

refused to take her adventuring with him because of the danger 

involved (I.10.43). While his goals may have been to protect her from 

danger, it is also in keeping with his status as a monomythic hero: 

attachments can distract from the mission(s) at hand, and keeping his 

little sister safe would potentially have been a significant distraction. Sanaa also reveals his 

sexual renunciant status, although it may, in this case, be of less-than-voluntary origins:  

OTHAR: Gilgamesh Wulfenbach is a foul villain! He is not even a friend, let 

alone— 

SANAA: Yeah? Then why’d you leave Grimstad to avoid Helga Gootergund? 

OTHAR: Helga? She vowed to brain me with a marlinspike if she ever saw me 

again! 

SANAA: Mom says you should have tried harder! Helga’s rich, smart and 

beautiful! Plus, she can kill a frosted cave bear with her bare hands! (I.10.44) 
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However appealing the 

ability to dispatch large apex 

predators may be, Helga is 

decidedly not a romantic 

option for our hero. This 

firmly resolves the 

renunciant issue for the 

reader (and for Othar, much 

to his relief). He is every bit the renunciant, solitary crusader for the good and right, an outsider 

battling against insurmountable odds. 

 As Jewett and Lawrence noted, this kind of valorous, selfless heroism can be contagious 

through the Werther effect. Their analysis of Death Wish shows that the hero’s successes as a 

vigilante serves to embolden average citizens, as “previously cowardly and demoralized citizens 

begin to take action for themselves, and their more passive neighbors applaud them” (50). 

Another scene sees an older lady attacking a would-be mugger with a hatpin (52). While they 

state that the “mythic fantasy” offered to the audience by such imitation would never have 

succeeded if the hatpin lady or others had been injured or killed (52), this is not the case in 

either Death Wish or Girl Genius: the American monomythic hero succeeds, and it energizes 

the citizenry—and the audience. Here too, Othar proves himself an embodiment of the 

monomythic hero, though it is less through his actions than his words. 

 Gil’s spymaster, Mistress Spüdna, attempted and failed to interrogate Empire prisoners, 

but an unexpected intervention by Othar achieved unexpected results: 
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SPÜDNA: The prisoners 

were refusing to talk. 

Finally, he jumped up 

and addressed them. He 

gave a rousing speech 

about the basic 

goodness of mankind—

and how, in these trying times, we should all pull together. 

GIL: Let me guess. They rioted. 

SPÜDNA: No! They wept! They cheered him! They’ve apologized and joined our 

side! My people are debriefing them right now! 

GIL: You’re joking. 

SPÜDNA: No! Herr Baron, the man is terrifying! He… he made me reconsider my 

calling! (II.3.50) 

Othar rallies the prisoners, previously hostile and uncooperative, to change sides entirely, based 

only on an appeal to morality and goodness. Rather than react as Gil anticipated, they have 

decided to rise to the moral standard Othar has set, a standard so compelling that even Gil’s 

legendary spymaster doubts her own destiny—however briefly: “but then,” she continues, “I 

realized I wouldn’t be able to spy on people any more. So nuts to that” (II.3.50). Goodness, 

virtue, and saving the world motivate Othar’s mission, a motivation that marks him as out of 

another era entirely. 

 When Agatha stumbles across Othar being held prisoner on Castle Wulfenbach, his 

pronouncement of who he is and what he does is immediate. He is Othar Tryggvassen, 

Gentleman Adventurer!, and that should (and does) explain it all where he is concerned. His 
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diction immediately marks him as an outsider112 and a relic from a different time and place. 

While such word choice and cadence are also seen in the Heterodyne Boys, they are of a 

different period. Othar is firmly in the world of the here-and-now as a noble adventurer, a 

crusader for the good and right against all evil: 

OTHAR: So—all the vipers are in residence! 

GIL: Get wound, Tryggvassen. I can’t believe you still talk like that. (I.3.26) 

While Agatha may have found him a prisoner of the Baron, he ably made his escape, declaring 

his intention to confront evil and save the day (or, at least, Agatha). Even if he is currently 

getting pummeled by Gil, he is adamant that he will triumph and save her from the Baron: “Why, 

‘tis the fair maiden! Have no fear, I shall rescue you from this den of evil” (I.3.27). His diction is 

laughable, out of another era, as is his 

mission to save the day, which 

extends far beyond getting Agatha off 

of Castle Wulfenbach. 

 Othar’s mission in life is, simply 

put, to rid the world of Sparks. The 

world is his imperiled paradise, and 

Sparks are the source of the evils that 

oppress that paradise. He, and he 

alone, has the gumption to end the 

curse on humanity, one that will result 

in his death as well. He understands 

that, with such a task, there is but one 

ending, and it certainly does not 

                                                
112 Even his name points at an outsider status—“Othar” sounds very much like “other.” A brief run through Google 
Translate hints at his surname being roughly equivalent to “safe waters,” but that may be reading a bit much into it. 

Image 142: I.3.118 



278 
 

involve reincorporation into the community—it is an ending that is a very permanent version of 

Lawrence and Jewett’s “reced[ing] into obscurity.” While there is no indication in the text of the 

incidence or prevalence of Sparks as a percentage of the larger community, to rid the world of 

all of them is indeed a task of an absurd scale—and, in Othar’s eyes, a task well worth it if that 

is what it takes to save the world from the evils that Sparks commit:  

OTHAR: What is the cause of everything wrong in the world today? Madboys. 

The Spark. They create monsters. Rip apart the cities with their constant fighting. 

They can’t help it. They’re like mad dogs. And you are one of them. You all have 

to die. 

AGATHA: But you—you have the Spark! 

OTHAR: Yes! But I alone also have the resolve to do what must be done! I must 

hunt and destroy every Spark in existence! And then, then I can finally kill myself! 

And rid the world of the scourge once and for all! (I.3.118) 

Othar sees the peril the world faces at the hands of madboys (and presumably madgirls as 

well). It is his mission, and while this mission as stated does not emerge much in the main 

storyline (indeed, at no point does he ever kill or even grievously wound a Spark), presumably 

his continued presence in the story as a whole points to its 

enduring status. Othar shows up frequently in the main storyline, 

with his entrances often heralded by (his own) heroic 

proclamations of “Othar Tryggvassen, Gentleman Adventurer.” 

Indeed, such pronouncements are frequent enough in the story 

(and are presumably present in stories about Othar as well) that it 

becomes a matter of humor: Gil pokes fun at the concept as he 

tries to lead Othar into a trap and off of Castle Wulfenbach:  
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GIL: We must flee—for it is none other than: Othar Tryggvassen, Gentleman 

Adventurer, vanquisher of eeeevil! 

OTHAR: Hey now! You make it sound absurd! (I.12.52) 

But it is absurd—such declarations operate in the same vein as “Look! Up in the sky! It’s a bird! 

It’s a plane! It’s Superman!” As if the hero appearing and saving the day were not enough, there 

must be a heralding of some kind, and here it is played conclusively for laughs at his expense. 

The other characters do see him as wholly absurd, and this absurdity extends not just to his 

entrances but also to his (non)exits. 

 As noted before, like the American Monomythic heroes who preceded him, Othar cannot 

leave until the mission is complete, a concept reinforced every time the other characters try to 

get him to leave. He is thrown from airships on multiple occasions, dropped through trapdoors, 

frozen in time, and knocked out by more than one character through the course of the storyline 

so far. Yet Othar keeps coming back, to the consternation of other characters. In trying to get 

Tarvek to safety, Gil handcuffs him to Othar to guarantee their joint escape. “He’s always falling 

out of airships and stuff—so if you’re with him—I know you’ll get away! Oh—and let me know 

how he does it!” (I.12.52). The other characters are not entirely sure how he manages to escape 

on so many occasions, but for some reason, Othar neither goes away completely nor sustains 

injuries that would kill anyone else. In their escape, Tarvek witnesses another character falling 

from a great height and landing—hard—on Othar: 

TARVEK: I thought he’d broken your back! 

OTHAR: Oh, that. Special trousers. 

TARVEK: What?! 

OTHAR: Very heroic. (I.12.61) 

Out of all of the main characters, Tarvek seems to be most often plagued by Othar’s presence. 

In trying to escape Othar and return to Agatha, Tarvek and his cousin Violetta do their best to 
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break away, but they find themselves stymied. Even their training in such evasion tactics fails 

them, as they run right back into Othar’s waiting (and enthusiastic) clutches: 

OTHAR: Now where are you going? We still have to find Agatha! Ah! And I see 

you’ve found me another assistant! 

VIOLETTA: What?! But—How?! 

TARVEK: This is why he’s a hero. He’s very, very good at this. (I.12.79) 

The only way Tarvek manages to escape him (for now) is to offer up Violetta as a new “sidekick” 

for Othar (I.12.80)—an action that only manages to let Tarvek break away for a short period of 

time. 

 Why can no one seem to escape our American monomythic hero? Like our other 

monomythic heroes, Othar has a job to do, and, being a true hero (both in his own mind and in 

fitting in with the expectations of the type), he cannot leave until it is finished. None of the 

examples provided in Lawrence and Jewett offer a hero who leaves in the middle of the battle—

such an action would be cowardice in the eyes of the American Monomyth. Being a hero in the 

middle of situations requiring heroic action, even if they do not immediately relate to his 

overarching task, Othar must press forward. 

 He is present during the re-taking of the Castle, during the fight for Mechanicsburg, and 

as the town is frozen in time, and he later survives an extraction from that time stop. Indeed, 

one of his first statements upon being revived is his trademark statement: “I don’t know what 

you have done with the Lady Heterodyne—but I, Othar Tryggvassen, Gentleman Adventurer, 

will thwart you without fail” (II.2.120)! It may seem a bit over-the-top and theatrical (like so many 

other statements and situations involving Othar), but his determination and his concern for the 

good and right are genuine. When Gil explains the time stop, which has frozen Mechanicsburg 

in time and has, at this point, lasted two and a half years, Othar’s first concern is for the people: 

OTHAR: Two and a half--? 

GIL: Yes. We’re trying to undo the effect. 
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OTHAR:And everyone still in town, are they all right? (II.3.1) 

Othar has the genuine heroic impulse and proceeds to aid Gil in his mission to liberate the town. 

Free from the flaws and vices that are part of the Transitional monomythic protagonists, free 

from having to be more well-rounded, he is also essentially freed from the bounds of reality as 

well. He can (and does) participate in the main storyline as he sees fit, proving useful at times 

as both a hero and a Spark, while being able to operate in his own way and his own world. He 

can be loathed or admired, but he persists in the story in much the same way as some of our 

more popular American monomythic heroes have and do, until Mechanicsburg (or Gotham, or 

Metropolis) are decisively saved. 

Othar also potentially exists as a reminder of what we cannot leave behind in the 

American Monomyth, an exemplar of how deeply embedded this heroic concept is, and how we 

still find something we enjoy about it—even if it is just a matter of laughing at it. Othar and 

characters like him may be risible, but there is still some value in his existence. Vanamonde 

Heliotrope, Seneschal of Castle Heterodyne 

and Mechanicsburg, is quite happy to have 

Othar’s assistance, stating that “we would be 

very honored if you were to stay and help us 

out” (I.12.78)! In a less-salvific manner, the 

cast of Master Payne’s Circus appreciates 

Othar as a loyal supporter: 

AGATHA: Was—was that Othar Tryggvassen out there? 

TRISH: Oh yeah! He loves our shows! 

AGATHA: He’s—you’ve all met him before? 

COUNTESS: He gets around a lot. We’ve seen him five, no, six times in the past 

year. Buys a lot of popcorn. (I.4.102) 
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There is something about Othar that the populace still loves, even if our main characters often 

do not; as a result, they are always willing to welcome him in (as seen in the excerpt at the 

beginning of this section), as are we—even if, or perhaps because, we cannot get rid of him. 

Just as with the Heterodyne Boys, Othar offers a dependable hero who can swoop in and save 

the day, redeeming the populace in the face of great strife (or great concessions), and there is 

something still soothing in the idea that “[o]nly extraordinary heroes—superheroes—can save” 

the day (Poindexter 58), even if waiting for salvation can be deeply problematic. Unlike the 

Heterodyne Boys, however, Othar demonstrates how absurd the hero concept can be when 

taken to the extreme. 

 

“Dey Sqveeze pipple’s minds. Force dem to obey.”: The Other 

 While the Heterodyne Boys and Othar Tryggvassen represent the heights that true good 

can reach, in the world of Girl Genius, few entities can command as much fear as The Other113, 

a mysterious force responsible for war, death, and devastation. For the vast majority of Europa, 

The Other is a thing of nightmares, having largely receded into memory but simultaneously 

potentially lurking at the fringes and threatening to return. Under the American Monomyth, evil 

tended to be embodied, with authors like Mark Poindexter, in writing about a television program 

about 9/11, asserting that “[e]vil, like virtue, is a person, a body, a face, not an abstraction” (63), 

dealing “concretely in social groups and actions rather than in ideological or religious 

categories” (63). George Lewis counters this by stating that [e]vil… is biological or 

psychological, not social, in origin” and continues to note that, at least in cartoons, any 

reasonable motivations do not matter—evil is presented as a transgression against universal 

societal standards and is lacking in nuance (40). While the two scholars oppose each other in 

                                                
113 The very use of the term “The Other” is weighty and carries some strong connotations. This discussion, however, 
will have to wait for another project due to the potentially long digression it could create. 



283 
 

terms of causation, they do share one thread: evil is concrete, direct, something that can be 

faced. There are no abstracts in American monomythic evil. 

 And this idea of evil is, as both Poindexter and Lawrence and Jewett note, physically 

embodied. This embodiment has its roots in the shift in the locus of evil, from an internal locus 

seen in early captivity narratives to an external locus seen in the dime novels popular during 

westward expansion (Lawrence and Jewett 27). Evil afflicting Eden is marked by differences in 

“behavior, dress, and physical appearance” (22). And while evil can be frightening, the fact that 

it has a physical form means that it can be confronted and conquered. Evil is evil, but evil is also 

faceable, which means it can be defeated. 

 How terrifying, then, it is to know of an evil that lacks physical form. Under the 

Transitional Monomyth, if true good is drastically elevated or exaggerated, then evil must 

become far more petrifying, and an enemy of unknown form, able to attack without being 

corporeal is itself truly a thing of nightmares. In this nightmarish state exists The Other. The 

Other as oppositional force in the main storyline was discussed at length during chapter three; 

this chapter discusses what, specifically, makes The Other so terrifying.  

 The Other, during the storyline, has largely been just a faceless entity. When members 

of the general population of Europa describe The Other, the focus is on actions rather than on 

physical characteristics. Even the Seneschal of Mechanicsburg describes what The Other has 

done, rather than what The Other looks like, when recounting what happened the night Castle 

Heterodyne was attacked (I.7.72-5). The closest the Seneschal comes to a description of The 

Other is to use a masculine pronoun: “We assumed that the Masters had found The Other and 

beaten him” (I.7.75, emphasis mine), but aside from that, no other attributions are made. 
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 A few specific, and then gradually more, individuals in the storyline reach the conclusion, 

however, that The Other is not a him, but a her. Lucrezia Heterodyne (neé Mongfish) is largely 

believed to have been The Other, but she vanished the night the Castle was attacked. Despite 

vanishing, however, the Baron and his allies firmly believe that Lucrezia was The Other and has 

continued to execute her will over the ensuing years. 

The Baron fills DuPree in: 

DUPREE: But The Other is dead!  

THE BARON: Did she die? Or did she 

just stop? We never knew. 

DUPREE: But it’s been so long—

Wait… “she?” 

THE BARON: You know I’ve standing 

orders to bring me The Other’s creations. I’ve studied them. They are familiar to 

me… Their underlying principles are similar to those of many works created by 

Lucrezia Mongfish. So similar that I’d been forced to conclude it was her—

although she had never displayed this level of skill. (I.6.5) 

The Baron not only believes that The Other is Lucrezia, he believes that Agatha is her 

successor, capable of exactly what her mother was, if not worse. As noted in chapter three, 

Lucrezia’s followers have caused The Other to possess Agatha, so the Baron’s fears are not 

entirely unfounded, though Agatha is, for the most part, able to control her mother’s presence. 

Zeetha and Gil have an enlightening conversation on the topic: “Agatha isn’t The Other. But 

whatever The Other is, it took over Agatha’s mind for awhile… But Agatha is back in control 

now” (I.8.32). Zeetha understands the general concept, even if she does not yet have the details 

on The Other. Agatha’s possession becomes a major concern for Gil, as both the idea of 

Agatha under threat and the return of The Other could create disaster for the Empire: “Agatha is 

not the enemy. The ‘Other’ is Lucrezia Mongfish, her mother. The new revenant type is real—

Image 145: I.6.5 
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and there are more of them than we ever thought possible… ready to be controlled, any time 

Lucrezia gives the order” (II.3.2). 

This idea of The Other possessing Agatha is also supported in a conversation between 

Dimo, one of the Jägers, and the Baron’s assistant, Boris: “Hokay—der Lady Agatha iz not Der 

Odder—but her mamma—der Lady Lucrezia, she vaz. Iz. In Sturmhalten, she somehow gots 

inside der Lady Agatha’s head. She is like a… a dybbuk, I tink. Zummetimes she is in control. 

Zummetimes not” (I.11.60). In fact, the only major character who does not seem to know that 

Lucrezia was The Other is Agatha herself:  

AGATHA: My mother was The Other? 

VRIN: You didn’t know? Oh. Well—yes. 

AGATHA: No! I 

can’t believe it! 

The Other was 

responsible for 

the 

revenants— 

the deaths of 

thousands—the destruction! But wait—The Other attacked Castle Heterodyne 

and kidnapped Lucrezia. That’s how the whole thing started. 

VRIN: Really? How interesting. (I.5.82) 

Lucrezia continues to be a real threat; her continued presence through Agatha, Zola, and 

Anevka, all characters who have been either possessed by Lucrezia or have willingly let her in, 

means that Europa will continue to be imperiled by both her and her followers as they pursue 

her goals. This persistence is a major part of what makes The Other a frightening force—

considered dormant for so long, she resurfaces, but without a form of her own. Indeed, despite 

the main characters all demonstrating that they know who The Other really is and what her 

Image 146: I.5.82 
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intentions are, she only appears in bodily form in portraits, in flashbacks, and in stories. She 

lacks embodiment but is still able to copy herself (I.6.80) into other, largely unwilling, hosts and 

is able to take command of others through mind control in order to carry out her own ends. 

 What makes Lucrezia and her goals so terrifying can be discussed in both a practical 

and a monomythic sense. In the practical sense, The Other represents some of the most 

disturbing impulses we as readers can conceive of. She not only wants to take over the Empire, 

she is willing to use mind control to do it. Her past history of destruction is well-documented and 

studied; Gil has not only read the stories but seen what the aftermath of the war and devastation 

(I.8.31). The stories of what The Other is capable of are common knowledge, as even Zeetha, 

originally from outside Europa, and Krosp, a construct, know about the attack on Castle 

Heterodyne:  

KROSP: So—damaged by The Other, but no-one knows how? 

ZEETHA: Mm. In the stories, it’s a night of confusion. The Heterodynes return to 

find Lucrezia and the young son114 kidnapped. (I.7.12) 

This destruction is to further her goals of conquest and rule. Lucrezia, speaking through both 

Agatha and Princess Anevka of Sturmhalten, details her plan to her 

priestess Vrin, in which the Agatha-form will help set up a new base and 

work on the hive engines, which the Anevka-form will stay behind, keep 

Sturmhalten intact, and be ready to deploy the Spark-targeted mind-

control wasp on someone appropriately highly-placed (I.6.80). While this 

exact plan does not play out completely, the impetus to control and rule 

remains constant. Lucrezia, through Agatha, discusses this with the 

Baron, through the similarly-controlled Gil: 

                                                
114 Later in this volume, the former Seneschal provides his account, which stated that the young son was killed rather 
than kidnapped. This inconsistency may point to the existence of multiple versions of the story floating around 
Europa. 
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LUCREZIA-AGATHA: We both want the same thing. You know. We both want 

peace. Is that so wrong? 

BARON-GIL: You would enslave the minds of all of Europa in pursuit of “peace”? 

LUCREZIA-AGATHA: Well, dear. That does seem to be the only way we’re likely 

to get it—but I suppose I could try it your way. (II.2.41) 

Lucrezia seems almost reasonable, almost willing to work with the Baron, but when he is 

flippant with her, she erupts in rage: 

You have no idea! NONE! I was supposed to win! I was supposed to have it all! It 

was supposed to be so easy—and then it all went wrong!... Listen to me. How 

many lives have you already sacrificed to keep the “peace” of your Empire? 

Sacrifice just two more—only these two—and we can have a true peace. 

Together. (II.2.42) 

She wants peace—with her firmly in charge and with a biddable populace at her feet. If the 

Baron would just sacrifice Agatha and his son, then he and Lucrezia could rule together. The 

Baron (again, through Gil) is repulsed less by the idea of her ruling than by the idea of her being 

willing to sacrifice Gil: he makes it clear that he would kill and destroy many if it meant 

protecting his son (II.2.43). 

 Even though the Baron will not bend to her will, her will still continues on through the use 

of her mind control techniques. Her control can be as simple as using her voice to control the 

masses. The Other’s voice commands the Geisterdamen, who are sworn to follow her as their 

goddess: “We priestesses are able to command our Lady’s… lesser servants. They [the 

Sturmvoraus family and their allies] seek a voice that would compel us as well—and through us, 

much of the Lady’s power” (I.5.73). But Agatha, both before and after possession, has some of 

that quality as well. When she performs at Sturmhalten’s palace, her voice commands the 
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audience members to kneel, and they comply115 with stricken faces (I.5.53). After the 

possession (but in control of her mind), Agatha uses the voice to slow down Vrin’s attack, even 

if she cannot completely stop her: “Okay, maybe it won’t work on you. After all, you know I’m not 

really her. But it does slow you down… and that gives me an opening” (I.6.95). 

 The voice, however, works most effectively on those who are firmly under The Other’s 

control, and this control is achieved through wasping. “Wasping” relies on small insectoid 

parasites deployed to take control of the minds of those who ingest them. The wasps are 

developed in a hive engine (I.1.25, I.2.52), which incubates and deploys them. It is protected by 

hive warriors, which will also “establish a perimeter and herd everyone inside to the center” 

(I.3.69) so that when the swarm emerges from the engine, it can immediately take control of its 

victims (I.3.72). 

When the story begins, the wasps do not work on Sparks, nor do they work on humans 

too small to ingest them. However, Lucrezia’s minions have been hard at work rectifying both of 

these situations. Lord Selnikov, in advising Princess Anevka, points out that The Other’s wasps 

are not the only wasps in existence: 

ANEVKA: As a member of the Order, you surely know that your Lady’s filthy 

wasps don’t work on Sparks. Do you think me one of the ignorant masses? 

SELNIKOV: Her wasps, no. But there are other wasps!... This particular device—

well, if we can believe his [another follower’s] notes, it is a little hive engine, 

generating a single wasp. It’s designed to infect a Spark. (I.6.57-8)  

                                                
115 It is highly likely that the populace of Sturmhalten, which has so focused on Lucrezia’s technology, has mostly, if 
not all, been wasped, as it is treated as such by the Baron when he quarantines the city (I.6.82). As revenants, they 
would be unable to refuse a command from her, even one delivered as a line in a play. 
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Other Sparks, working in support of Lucrezia’s motives, have developed 

a strain of wasps that are small enough to enslave humans of any size, 

and in a world of mad science, this greatly expands The Other’s reach. 

Susa, one of Gil’s spies, reports back from the field: “They ran them all 

over town—spitting out clouds of tiny wasps! Little ones! More like 

mosquitos! They were everywhere. I thought you were overdoing it when 

you insisted I take the inoculation draught—but these things were small 

enough to get me” (II.2.66)! With the standard wasps, the Spark wasps, 

and the mini-wasps, no one would be able to escape Lucrezia’s control. 

 Victims of the wasps become revenants, unable to resist The Other’s 

control, although the control is not always immediately apparent. While the 

Baron has developed a means of detecting infestation (I.6.4) using the 

weasel-like wasp-eaters, increasingly, revenants are able to blend in with the 

population. Historically, revenants have been described as “shambling” (I.6.4) 

and akin to “zombies” (I.6.99), but the Baron notes that this has ceased to be 

the case. When a messenger from Sturmhalten proves to be infected, 

DuPree is taken aback: 

DUPREE: You mean, he’s— 

THE BARON: Infected by slaver wasps. A “revenant” under command of The 

Other. Yes. 

DUPREE: But he… he looks perfectly normal! 

THE BARON: Yes. As do the hundred and seventy others—we have discovered 

on board the Castle so far. (I.6.4).  
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The Baron, who has demonstrated that he is willing to do what it takes to maintain the security 

of the Empire, is hesitant to take that tactic against 

Sturmhalten’s townspeople who are, outwardly, normal, 

even if they are attacking the Wulfenbach soldiers. When 

asked why by DuPree, who is willing to execute these 

revenants outright, he explains: “Because.. this is something 

new. These aren’t shambling zombies. They aren’t 

monsters. Without their mistress giving them orders, they’re 

ordinary people. Perhaps they can still be saved” (I.6.99). 

This kind of superficially-normal revenant is not just limited 

to Sturmhalten, as Gil later confirms: “The new revenant type is real—and there are more of 

them than we ever thought possible” (II.3.2). Anyone in Europa is potentially a revenant—under 

mind control—and without the “wasp eater”  weasels116 (I.6.4) to detect infection, there is no 

way of knowing who is and who is not. This fact alone is enough to destabilize a population, 

potentially causing chaos and fear. 

 As if mind-control infection wasn’t scary enough, the fact that Lucrezia, physically absent 

for so many years, has been able to command such devotion among her followers should only 

add to the potential terror. Her followers have continued to carry out her will, which often 

dovetails with their own goals. The Geisterdamen follow her out of religious devotion, believing 

her to be their goddess and Agatha to be the holy child promised to them117: Lucrezia, their 

“Eternal Lady,” often visited or absented herself from her followers, who fervently believed she 

would return, and return she did, pregnant with the Holy Child (I.5.75). The Geisters could not 

protect the child from abduction, and, as punishment, they were exiled to find the child again 

                                                
116 Despite their serious task, the wasp eaters, which show up often in the storyline, are consistently depicted as 
cuddly and adorable. 
 
117 The religious imagery and language surrounding Lucrezia is phenomenal; it is also a topic of discussion for a later 
date, due to the sheer magnitude of content compressed into just a few strips. 
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(I.5.75). Their goal has been to either find the child or to await the return of the Lady, and when 

they summon Lucrezia into Agatha’s body, the Geisterdamen are overjoyed: 

GEISTER #1: Oh, Lady! 

GEISTER #2: To have you back at last! We 

have worked so hard!  

LUCREZIA-AGATHA: Shh, yes, I know. And I 

missed you as well. Now, pull yourselves 

together. I need you to be strong. For me. 

(I.5.89) 

Their response is one of fervent devotion—they believe that 

their goddess has returned, and now they can move forward with her goals, as noted earlier in 

this section. The population sees the Geisterdamen as an eerie and intimidating unknown: 

“Nobody knows anything about them, really. Except—you don’t want to fight them. Farmers say 

they cause revenants—steal children—blight crops—the usual” (I.4.79). However, as 

demonstrated, they are so much more. 

 Similarly positioned to carry forward The Other’s goals are her allies outside the 

specifically religious Geisterdamen, although their motives may not always be focused on 

Lucrezia. Prince Aaronev of Sturmhalten may be one of Lucrezia’s devotees, but that devotion 

is coupled with other motives. He takes Agatha captive because he believes her to be the holy 

child (I.5.64) and leads the Order (seemingly a lay order) in serving her (I.5.76). He collaborated 

with the Geisters, but Vrin notes that “[s]upposedly, at one time he loved our Lady” and he 

wanted to use her slaver wasps more to further his own goals (I.5.81) rather than the religious 

ends the Geisterdamen pursued. 

Aaronev’s devotion to Lucrezia is supposedly shared by Lord Selnikov, also a member 

of the order, but Anevka encourages him to defect: “The Order was created to serve the Storm 

King. My father and the council were fools, but there are those in the Order who never wanted 
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this ridiculous task” (I.6.32). He is concerned about what the Order or Lucrezia will do if they find 

out he defected to Anevka in her power grab, but she elaborates that, if they move quickly, 

Lucrezia will be dead and her tools will be ripe for the taking (I.6.32). Whether Anevka is Anevka 

or Lucrezia, she pushes for the same goal—control—and maintaining powerful allies, such as 

Lord Selnikov, is key. Selnikov is well-intertwined with the other Sparks working with and for 

Lucrezia (I.6.58), so whether he sides with the Geisters or with Anevka, his knowledge and his 

dedication (until swayed otherwise), in addition to his position in the aristocracy, makes him a 

powerful entity in terms of taking control of Europa. 

 She has also acquired loyal followers elsewhere; the Arguron king, leader of a 

subterranean populace, is also devoted to The Other and her Geisters, and his goals are as 

lofty as the Lady’s: to take over Paris, one of the few free cities in Europa. “Even now, our 

forces prepare to overrun not only the other, inferior subterranean realms, but even—dare I say 

it--? I shall! EVEN PARIS ITSELF” (II.3.106)! He believes that he has “allied our people with the 

winning side,” even to the point of attacking the Incorruptible Library of Paris (II.3.106). The 

attack was, in part, successful, with some of the library staff having been wasped before the 

Smoke Knights intervened (II.3.111). Clearly, her followers in politically powerful roles have 

given The Other a great deal of reach, allowing her to further her goals without having to 

actually be present. 

 The Other may have many allies, but she faces stern opposition, as noted in chapter 

three. While the main characters and their allies do stand against her mind control, certain 

supporting characters do so particularly vehemently. These characters, who tend to be warrior 

characters, all object for the same reason: being compelled to obey is reprehensible. The 

Jägers in particular are repulsed by The Other’s tactics. When the hive engine on Castle 

Wulfenbach is activated, the Baron activates the Jägers and other fighting forces. The disgust is 

summed up succinctly by one of the Jäger soldiers: “Slavers. Urrr—I hates dem” (I.3.67). This 

may seem mild, but it is an encapsulation of how the Jägers, especially the Generals, feel about 



293 
 

her. Boris, the Baron’s assistant, knows the Jägers are completely loyal to the house of 

Heterodyne, and he questions how they would respond if Agatha were The Other—would they 

follow her orders with equal dedication (I.11.61)? General Goomblast sets him straight: 

Ho. Hyu gots it wrong. Hyu know vy Jägers hates Der Odder’s bugz? Dey sqveez 

pipple’s minds. Force dem to obey. Ve Jägers iz not compelled to serve. Effry 

vun ov us reached out our hands and took der Jägerdraught by choice—und ve 

got der goot end ov der deal, hyu bet ve did! Ve serve der Heterodynes freely, 

out of luff and loyalty—und our Heterodynes haff alvays earned dot! Yah! 

(I.11.61). 

But while this loyalty applied to the Heterodynes, it did not 

apply to Lucrezia in the same way. He continues, stating that 

Lucrezia, as lady of the house, 

Treated effryvun like dey vos her servants. 

Treated der Jägers like leedle petz—no—like 

dey vos property. Ve put op vit her only 

becawze ve iz patient… und because Master 

Bill vos in luff. BUT DER JÄGERS IZ 

NOT LEEDLE PETZ! Hy am not 

surprised at all to hear dot krezy lady 

is Der Odder! She alvayz vanted to 

make effrybody obey her! But der 

Jägers vill not be forced! Ve vill neffer 

submit to soch a ting! (I.11.61).  

Where the Jägerkin are concerned, loyalty and devotion are earned and obedience is by choice. 

To compel it, to be debased as less than human (so to speak) through mind control is beyond 
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the pale—and to even suggest that the Jägers would blindly follow The Other if she were the 

Heterodyne is beyond comprehension. 

 While the Jägers are certainly the most intense on the topic, others also express a 

marked disgust at the idea of using mind control tactics. DuPree, as noted in chapter four, 

strongly dislikes the idea of mind control, even when it is used by the Baron to, ostensibly, keep 

Gil from the hands of The Other—she is angry at Gil for allowing it to happen, and she hopes 

(without outright saying so) that it is something that can be reversed (II.1.67, II.2.38). It is, as 

she earlier declared, “all about free will” (I.6.99)! Similarly, 

one of the curators of the Incorruptible Library expresses 

distress over the idea that staff members were wasped while 

she was in control over the library (II.3.111). Indeed, she is 

outraged at the tactic: “Mind control. The worst crime of all!... 

It is anathema to everything our library stands for” (II.3.26)! 

Mind control stands in opposition to everything a library 

stands for: the ability to read and think freely. Indeed, the 

“Acquisition Department”’s rallying cry going into the hunt is: “To read what you want—you have 

to be free” (II.3.25)! While mind control is abhorrent across the board in Europa, the freedom to 

think and to do and to act is key for these characters in particular, and The Other’s practices of 

mental manipulation tread on those inherent and dearly held freedoms. 

 In the Transitional monomythic sense, what may make The Other so terrifying is, much 

as the Heterodyne Boys and Othar are American monomythic figures, taken to extremes, that 

she is an American monomythic figure taken to similar lengths. Rather than be an example of a 

villain taken to further extents, however, she represents a distortion or an inversion of a 

manifestation of the American monomythic hero. She represents the possibility, under this new 

monomythic structure, for the heroic concepts we have long cherished and have long enshrined 

as nearly untouchable to be perverted to the point that they become villainous and 

Image 154: II.3.25 



295 
 

destructive118. While it is possible for any permutation of the American monomythic hero to be 

distorted in this fashion119, or for evil to arise in other ways besides an inversion of the heroic, 

where The Other is concerned, it is a warping of the feminine hero in the American Monomyth. 

 The tools of the feminine hero are, for the most part, purely psychological and emotional 

and are rooted in the “optimistic Protestantism” of the 19th century (Lawrence and Jewett 68). If 

humanity can be perfected, then, people asked, “why are there so many irascible and disruptive 

persons in one’s family and community? If salvation is to be universal, why do so many seem to 

reject it” (Lawrence and Jewett 68)? From these questions arose a push for “both evangelism 

and loving works” that led to redeemer figures who used love and good cheer to coerce change 

in others (68-9). Rather than use violence, these heroines create redemption through a 

“suffering servant” approach that “takes the form of adjustment to circumstances rather than the 

annihilation of incorrigibles” (71). 

In reality, however, such techniques are simply manipulation, and Lawrence and Jewett 

point out that such attempts at changing hearts and minds becomes destructive: “The 

manipulative techniques of pious abnegation and well-devised tongue lashings rarely evoke the 

miraculous transformations promised by the myth. They are more frequently the source of 

additional alienation” (83). It causes problems for both the manipulator and the manipulated, as 

such attempts at control often backfire (84). 

Lucrezia’s mind-control tactics are the emotional manipulation of the American 

monomythic hero taken to the extreme, although her methods are less than purely 

psychological. She has to commit acts of violence (the wasping) to take control of the minds of 

Europa, and this is itself a warping of the mythic expectations. Also a warping of expectations is 

the idea of commanding minds, rather than convincing, as a means of carrying out her own 

                                                
118 This is, as I propose it, distinct from the concept of the “anti-hero,” which would be a more apt fit under Corollary 
#1—the anti-hero is not necessarily evil, he or she is just not what we would consider “good.” 
 
119 This point may merit further discussion at a later date; I firmly believe that it is far more unsettling to see structures 
predominantly associated with good warped into serving evil than it is to see evil arise sui generis. 
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goals. While the monomythic hero is seeking to changes minds and hearts for, ideally, the 

betterment of the individuals and the larger society, Lucrezia is working to control minds for the 

betterment of her own goals. She certainly wants an improved society—for her; the 

conversation between Lucrezia-Agatha and Baron Wulfenbach-Gil discussed earlier is an 

excellent example. She wants peace, but peace her way, through control and command, with 

her running the Empire. She is operating wildly outside the expectation of the domestic 

redeemer: instead of leaning on good cheer, love, and compassion to change people, she relies 

on violence and forced control to accomplish her goals, which have absolutely no roots in 

magnanimity or hope for a more perfectable world. Simply put, she wants to rule. 

Her manipulative techniques, coupled with the very nature of mind control120 and the fact 

that she operates without a corporeal form of her own, make the other a terrifying entity. The 

heroic structures that we expect to see have been drastically altered and employed for non-

virtuous motives, something that can be profoundly unsettling. Perhaps what makes The Other 

truly scary is the ways in which she operates so outside of our typical expectations of evil. 

 
Why This Matters  

 While we may be operating in a period of change and transition, the question of good 

and evil remains consistent. Who is good, who is evil, and how do these figures operate in our 

popular culture productions? In an era where heroes and villains have largely been replaced by 

flawed protagonists and relatable antagonists created to be multifaceted, purely good and 

purely evil forces still exist, often as means of allowing for greater development for the 

characters and as a means of eliciting more extreme reactions from consumers of the product. 

In the case of Girl Genius (and likely elsewhere as well), the need for extreme good and 

extreme evil operate as counter-points for the protagonist and antagonist: the Heterodyne Boys 

                                                
120 Consider the continuing popularity of zombies in popular culture—the mass fascination with and fear of one’s mind 
being under someone else’s control (or under no control at all) points to our innate revulsion toward such techniques. 
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show just how good the “good guys” could have been, while The Other demonstrates just how 

far the “bad guys” can fall. And Othar Tryggvassen, Gentleman Adventurer!, reminds all parties 

to keep it in perspective. 

 
Conclusion 

 The idea of good and evil may seem to have become passé in a post-modernic point of 

view. However, under the Transitional Monomyth, both still exist, but they find a home outside of 

the more understandable and relatable protagonist and antagonist. The heroes we expected to 

see under the American Monomyth exist, but they find themselves taken to extremes not 

previously seen—they become saintly or absurd, depending on the overall direction. Similarly, 

evil still exists, but rather than the embodied presence appearing in American monomythic 

pieces, evil can lack corporeal form, operating from the shadows beyond immediate perception 

and often warping our sense of how we expect good and evil to operate. The Transitional 

Monomyth allows for more valorous good and more terrifying evil and challenges our 

protagonists, our antagonists, and ourselves as to how we will respond. 
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Corollary #3: Recentering the Secondaries 
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Corollary #3: The grounded center in the pop culture artifact is located in secondary, rather than 

primary, characters. As the hero becomes more realistically depicted (read: flawed), the need 

for a grounded center that often acts as a moral or ethical bulwark does not diminish. 

 

The center instead shifts to peripheral characters who serve in a guiding and supportive role to 

various degrees. While this is not a recent phenomenon in popular culture, it has started to gain 

greater prominence. These characters often also have the strongest handle on the situation and 

on the bigger picture in play. They may or may not be subject to similar qualities as the 

monomythic hero, but they do tend to operate in their own spheres rather proficiently. 

 

Introduction 

 Where Lawrence and Jewett and discussions of the American Monomyth are concerned, 

very little attention is generally paid to secondary or peripheral characters. With the exception of 

Spock from Star Trek, Han Solo from Star Wars, or the occasional companion to a John Wayne 

character, Lawrence and Jewett’s analysis is sparse. The bulk of the attention is on the heroes 

and heroines, and with good cause: they are the driving force behind the action, and their 

mission to save the day powers the narrative. The roles secondary characters play is, at times, 

quite limited in American Monomythic works, and often these characters exist solely as vehicles 

of support for the hero or heroine and their goal. More developed secondaries may receive 

background stories or their own sub-plots, but this, on cursory inspection, is a rarity for this style 

of work. More often than not, supporting characters are largely flat entities with little function 

beyond simply working to support the mission: they are yes-men and -women who may 

occasionally offer a cautionary warning to the main characters or provide the perfect 

introductory moment for the hero to pontificate, but on the whole, they are two-dimensional 

characters with little character of their own.  
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 Discussing the role secondary characters play, then, is newer ground, as is the idea that 

secondaries can be more developed figures in their own right. Under the Transitional 

Monomyth, the secondary characters can have lives of their own, with interests and motives 

beyond the protagonist’s mission. These characters are designed to be more well-rounded and 

can add overall depth to a piece when included. It subverts the earlier monomythic structure in 

freeing these characters from existence merely as yes-men and yes-women. It also allows for 

secondary characters that serve larger functions. In a monomythic framework in which the 

protagonist is more flawed and more relatable than those seen under earlier structures, there is 

a greater need for a sense of grounding. When the main characters are no longer the flawless, 

abstemious heroes of yesteryear, there must be some force that keeps them grounded in reality 

and, in many cases, serves as a moral center that assists in keeping them in check. 

 The supporting characters of the Transitional Monomyth serve this purpose. In popular 

culture artifacts operating under this framework, the secondary characters are not only more 

fleshed out and more dynamic in their support of the protagonist, they also help to keep that 

protagonist grounded: they are quite often voices of wisdom, a moral center, the sources of aid, 

or the figures in a narrative with the greatest grasp of the situation as a whole—sometimes, they 

serve more than one of these purposes. These secondaries can have a clearer picture than the 

main characters in part because they are not so deeply entrenched as the protagonists (or, if 

they are, it is in a different way). They can also be the moral center of the protagonist’s group; 

after all, if the protagonist is deeply flawed, the checks that help to guide them and keep them 

from slipping into more of an antagonistic role have to come from somewhere. 

 Although this concept of more developed and interesting peripheral characters did not 

surface in the American Monomyth, this is not a new idea; Shakespeare was a master of 

placing the voices of wisdom or the more complete perspectives on the situation at hand in the 

supporting characters. Here, too, supporting characters can do more than just offer support: 

they can be interesting figures in their own right as they help to guide and bolster the 
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protagonists. While characters in Transitional monomythic works may not always have all of 

these characteristics, they will generally fill one of the aforementioned roles, while still having 

their own features and flaws that emerge as the narrative progresses. 

 Girl Genius has a rich variety of non-primary and peripheral characters laced throughout 

the almost fifteen-year-long storyline. While an analysis of all these characters would likely be a 

major project in itself, the characters that best fit the role of secondary character tend to be the 

ones who are most closely connected with and to Agatha during the course of her mission. Two 

of these were discussed at length in chapter three (Zeetha and Violetta). This chapter, however, 

focuses instead on a group of characters: the Jägermonsters. 

 The Jägermonsters (Jägers, Jägerkin) were covered only briefly in chapter three—they 

certainly qualify as unconventional aid in that regard—but their overall role in the storyline, from 

the very beginning of the narrative arc, fits particularly well into the discussion of secondary 

characters as insightful contributors and moral centers. While they may initially seem to be 

frivolous or perhaps even abhorrent characters, depending on the source, the Jägers are 

consistently supporting the protagonists’ mission and operating in a way consistent with their 

role in the monomythic framework. 

 
History, Loyalty, and Perception 

History 

 While they may have a bestial presentation, both in appearance and personality, the 

Jägers were originally human. They were transformed through the use of the Jägerdraught, a 

concoction based in part of the waters of the River Dyne, which is, as the Castle notes, “more 

than just water” (I.9.111). Originally created by Agatha’s ancestor, Vlad the Blasphemous, the 

Jägerdraught transformed humans into the Jägers, though the process is not easy and the 

transformation not guaranteed: General Gkika notes that “tryink to… become Jägers… most 

pipple just die” (I.12.77), and Oggie, one of the trio of Jägers often referred to in-text as “the 
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Boys,” affirms that it is a difficult process and likens it to Agatha “becoming de Heterodyne—is a 

leedle like ven vun becomes a Jäger” (I.12.75). Gil has talked to Jägers about the process, and 

states that “[t]hey do all say it was the worst thing they’d ever felt” (II.1.61). It is a distinct 

physical transformation, with almost all Jägers depicted in 

the story possessing some sort of modification that marks 

them as distinct from the general human population. General 

Gkika takes pride in her modification: “[D]e vuns vot live get 

all kinds ov goodies! Some gets horns, or de tails, or de 

great beeg tusks—rrrowr! Me, hy gots de fun color change-y 

hepidermoose” (I.12.77).  

 While the Jägers may have been in service to the Heterodynes as their personal fighting 

force and have proved throughout the narrative to be thoroughly loyal to the family, such 

transformation was not, in fact, forced upon them. The Jägers undertook the risk on a purely 

voluntarily basis and saw it as a positive: “Effry vun ov us 

reached out our hands und took the Jägerdraught by 

choice—und ve got der goot end ov der deal, hyu bet ve did! 

Ve serve der Heterodynes freely, out of luff und loyalty, und 

our Heterodynes haff alvays earned dot” (I.11.61)! Becoming 

a Jäger, then, was not just a voluntary act but a beneficial 

one.  

 

Loyalty 

 This act tied the Jägers irrevocably to the Heterodynes—they were inextricably part of 

Mechanicsburg, part of the family’s reach, and part of the family’s reputation. The loyalty 

General Khrizhan speaks of is an integral part of being a Jäger, and this extends to Agatha, 

even before the Castle or the rest of the characters know or accept her as a Heterodyne. From 

Image 155: I.12.77 

Image 156: I.11.61 
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the moment she rescues them from a public hanging in the town of Zumzum (I.4.111), Agatha 

finds nearly constant support in the Boys—Dimo, Maxim, and Oggie—who are dedicated to her 

protection. 

 In trying to rescue Agatha from Sturmhalten, the Boys join Lars and Zeetha in a search 

through the sewers and caverns underneath the castle. At this point, while those on board 

Castle Wulfenbach know Agatha is a Heterodyne, as do the Boys, none of the characters, 

including Zeetha, know this about her. But Zeetha does have a feeling and confronts Dimo: 

ZEETHA: One of you is always near her. 

DIMO: Hmf. She save us. Ve pay her beck. 

ZEETHA: And so you did. On the bridge to Passholdt. 

DIMO: Dot vos for me. Maxim and 

Oggie gotta vait for dere turns. 

ZEETHA: Ha. Good one… You’re 

looking for a Heterodyne, aren’t 

you? I think you’ve found one. 

DIMO: [long pause] Vill hyu 

expose her? 

ZEETHA: Of course not. (I.6.55)  

Their directive was to find a Heterodyne, and once they found her, the Boys were instructed to 

protect her and “keep her alive” (I.4.114)—at this point in the storyline, this includes ensuring 

that her status as a Heterodyne does not expose her to additional danger. Even after officially 

being recognized as a Heterodyne by both Castle and the people of Mechanicsburg, the Jäger 

protection is not far away: soon after the Doom Bell rings to announce her presence, General 

Gkika arrives at the head of Agatha’s Jäger forces. “[E]ven if hyu iz a krezy strong Spark, it 

never hurtz to have a nize army to back hyu up” (I.12.24)! 

Image 157: I.6.55 
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 Part of the loyalty to the Heterodynes meant having to adapt after the Masters, Bill and 

Barry, left. After the attack on the Castle, the Baron gained control of the city and took the 

Jägers with him after installing a new government (I.7.76). For nearly two decades, the Jägers 

have been under the Baron’s employ, requiring some accommodations on the part of the 

vigilant Jägers awaiting the Masters’ return. The Jägers needed to keep looking for the 

Heterodynes, but they also could not leave the Baron’s service. A detachment volunteered: “Ve 

vere to leave de group, go out into de vorld, und not return until ve find an heir. No matter how 

long it take. Ve knew it vos suicide mission. De Heterodynes vere gone. Ve vould neffer be able 

to come back,” but in return, the Baron would protect the Jägers in his service and the Jägers 

“kin say ve had not abandoned our Masters” (I.5.47). The loyalty required amazing sacrifice on 

the part of the detached Jägers, including the Boys, but as noted before, this was what they 

volunteered for in becoming Jägerkin. 

 Additionally, with the Masters away and no Heterodyne in residence, the Jägers have 

been barred from entering Mechanicsburg. Whether this agreement is with the town or the 

Baron is never specified, but it is reiterated throughout the early part of the Mechanicsburg 

storyline. Jenka reminds the Boys, who would have liked to accompany Agatha into the Castle, 

that “’No Jäger iz to enter Mechanicsburg ‘til a Heterodyne is vunce again in residence.’ Dot vas 

de deal” (I.7.13). There are ways of gaining access to the city, as Jenka and the Boys 

demonstrate when they assist Gil in getting help for his wounds (I.7.113), and the Jägers do 

have places of refuge within the city (I.8.44), but the agreement is that they are not to enter the 

city proper122 until Agatha is fully installed as the Heterodyne. Even Oggie and Dimo are worried 

                                                
122 The fact that the Jägers have ways to get into the city, even if it is just the underground parts, is apparently not as 
much of a secret as they would like to think: when the Generals tell the Baron’s assistant Boris that, with Agatha’s 
installation, they plan to re-enter the city, he caustically replies “You mean you haven’t climbed upstairs” (I.10.96)! 
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about the repercussions of entering the city, 

even to save Gil: “Vee had no choice—but ve 

gave our word! Ve kin only redeem ourselfs vit 

honorable death” (I.8.57). An exasperated Dimo 

points out that “ve din’ gets caught, hyu eediots” (I.8.57). They did not get caught, and 

fortunately, they do not have much time left to wait before they are finally able to properly re-

enter Mechanicsburg to serve the Heterodyne once more (I.12.15-8). Agatha and her Seneschal 

Vanamonde are somewhat looking forward to having the reinforcements (I.12.15), which show 

up not only from outside the city, heralded by booming drums (I.12.16) but also from the skies 

as they land Wulfenbach ships (I.12.4) 

and even from hiding places around 

and within Mechanicsburg (I.12.17-8). 

The Jägers can now return to service. 

 

Perception 

 This loyalty and service has often meant a problematic public perception for the Jägers. 

Their function as a brutal fighting force has not won them any friends 

among the populace of Europa, as the “old Heterodynes” did use them in 

destructive ways. When Agatha first sees the Boys hanging in the town 

square in Zumzum, a local sergeant reminds her that the Heterodynes were 

not always as good as Bill and Barry, and the Jägers were part of that: “Of 

course they were the good ones. I mean before them. The old 

Heterodynes. Murderin’ devils, every one, and the Jägers rode with them, 

killin’ for sport and laying waste wherever they went. That’s what the old 

folks remember” (I.4.98). The general population considers the Jägers to be 

a ravening, vicious horde, and hanging Jägers is “just the wheel of justice grinding slow but fine” 

Image 158: I.8.57 

Image 159: I.12.16 
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(I.4.98). The sergeant’s perspective is not the only one; the Countess, Master Payne’s wife, 

questions why he would allow the Jägers to join the Circus. “There’s a reason there’s no Jägers 

in the Heterodyne shows. People really hate them” (I.5.37). When he reveals that the Circus will 

have to travel through a risky area, she understands: “Oh dear. You’re expecting trouble from 

the Prince… and you think having them along might help discourage him” (I.5.37). The Jägers’ 

reputation would likely be enough to get them through the Prince’s territory without trouble123.  

 This perception is not something the Jägers are unaware of; Dimo reminds Agatha that 

the Jägers she deals with are not how they have always been and that there was a reason the 

Heterodyne Boys did not want them around: 

But hy guess hy ken understand vy dey left us behind. De old Heterodynes, dey 

vos bad guys. Dey never cared vot ennybody thought ov dem. Dey did voteffer 

dey vanted—und laughed about it… und pipple really hated us Jägers. Ho, yez. 

Hyu remember how ve vos ven hyu found us, yah? Me, Maxim und Oggie 

hanging in a row in de town square, all nize and neat. Heh. Ve vos pretty bad 

guys too, hyu bet. Enny hero dot goes running around vit a bonch of 

Jägermonsters iz going to haff a hard time getting pipple to even give dem a 

chance. (II.3.93) 

The Jägers’ history is one of violence and warfare, and while the earlier Heterodynes may not 

have cared, the newer ones—like Agatha—may want to think twice before associating with that 

sort of reputation. Even Gil, whose father uses the Jägers as part of his forces, acknowledges 

their reputation: “They were the worst of the worst—the Heterodyne’s hand-picked warriors. His 

bloodiest marauders, who rode with him for the sheer joy of the slaughter” (II.1.61). 

 

 

                                                
123 This tactic initially works: the Sturmhalten gatekeepers do try to expedite the Circus through (I.5.48); however, the 
Prince takes Agatha captive (I.5.62-4) before sending the Circus on without her (I.5.66). 
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Jägers and Time   

 But what happened between being the brutal warriors of the past and the personable, 

comical, and nuanced figures (which will be discussed in greater detail later) shown in the 

present-day storyline? The Jägers seen in flashbacks (I.4.98), and told about in stories are the 

things of nightmares, something used to frighten children (and, in some cases, adults, as will be 

discussed later). How have we reached a point in which the Jägers are instead seen as 

threatening-but-comical, as absurd figures that aren’t always taken seriously? 

 The answer seems to be time124. The Jägers have been around in their current forms for 

hundreds of years125 by the time the storyline begins, and even some of the main characters, 

like Gil, “keep forgetting how old you Jägers 

are” (I.11.143). The Boys, particularly Oggie 

and Maxim, are fond of reminiscing about 

stories from “a hunnert years ago? Mebbe 

more” (I.6.50) that not only describe their 

adventures but also point to the chronology of 

the Heterodynes: “Ve vos vit de Red 

Heterodyne then” (I.6.50), although they are not alone in that; General Zog, on watching a 

dragon attack the Castle, states that “[h]y thot ve took care ov all ov dem a couple hunnred 

years ago” (I.12.142). Another Jäger tells Martellus Von Blitzengard that he fought the original 

Storm King (an event that would have happened at least 200 years earlier), and while Rerich did 

                                                
124 I would like to thank Phil Foglio for raising this point. After I presented at San Diego Comic-Con in 2013 on the 
topic of discrepancy between history and observed Jäger behavior in the storyline, Phil Foglio, who was in the 
audience, commented to me that time—maturity—is a reasonable explanation for the change from the Jägers of old 
to the Jägers we see today. The strips since then (21 July 2013) have since borne that out, as has a re-reading of 
earlier strips. 
 
125 It is possible (but never specified) that the reason the Jägers have this particular dialect, which itself has minor 
variations among characters, is due to age. The rest of Europa shown in the storyline so far, save for Paris, seems to 
draw upon German language conventions; it could be possible that their speech patterns reflect an older Germanic 
dialect no longer in widespread use. Only one other (non-Jäger) individual in Mechanicsburg is ever shown to have it 
(I.8.114-5). There is also at least one reference to a language/dialect particular to Mechanicsburg (I.6.56). 

Image 161: I.6.50 
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not get his hat, at least he “did gets to eat hiz horse” (II.1.18)! Jenka and the Boys also fought 

the Storm King two hundred years earlier, and when he reawakens to attack the new Storm 

King—Martellus—they step in to fight him once more: 

STORM KING: When I re-establish my rule, I will cleanse 

the world of you foul abominations! 

MAXIM: Ho! Make op hyu mind, kingie! Didn’t hyu come 

und ask our Master for help? Und now hyu vants to fight 

again? (II.4.86)  

The Jägers have clearly been around for a significant amount of time 

and have accumulated a great deal of experiences, and with time has 

come change: they are still fearless and enthusiastic fighters, but they 

have also benefited from years of experiences and mellowing. While it is hard to imagine the 

overall process of evolution, especially since stories from their past are few and far between and 

do not give as coherent a picture as we would like, there is one instance in which the audience 

does see that evolution take place at a greatly accelerated rate, and it happens to and with 

Captain Vole. 

 

The Evolution of Captain Vole  

 Captain Vole is a Jäger—or, more appropriately, was a Jäger at one point. Decidedly 

under the employ of the Baron, Captain Vole has retained much of the bloodthirstiness that the 

Jägers previously had. Additionally, despite having the same varieties of morphological changes 

as the other Jägers, he does not consider himself a Jäger any longer. When Vole approaches 

Gil with a report on the situation in Mechanicsburg, he is surprised at a Jäger being present in 

the city. Vole corrects him: “De Jägers iz veak. Dey cannot let go of dere dead masters. I haff 

renounced the Jägertroth,” and he professes to have no loyalty to the family (I.7.47). Dr. Sun 

notes that it was not a voluntary separation: “It wasn’t his idea. They threw him out. It was an 

Image 162: II.4.86 
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unprecedented move” (I.7.47). This points both to the idea that the 

Jägers are not a monolithic group and to the idea that, despite a vicious 

reputation, there is apparently a line that cannot be crossed, and it has 

to do with violating that loyalty to the family: it is later revealed that Vole 

“tried to kill Bill and Barry. Said they were too weak” (I.11.115). 

 He makes his disdain for the family and its forces abundantly 

clear. When he expresses glee at the thought of the destruction of the 

Castle and the deaths of both Agatha and the false Heterodyne, Jenka, 

Dimo, Oggie are quick to respond by brandishing weapons and confronting him. As they do so, 

he smirks and replies: “Ha. Devoted slaves to de last” (I.8.11). This is not the only moment in 

which he expresses his disdain; when he assists Tiktoffen in his attempt to seize the Castle, he 

confronts Gil and Tarvek. With the Baron presumed dead, he looks forward to a new role in a 

new world saturated by warfare: 

Death und destruction evffryvere! Keel or be keeled! De rule ov de most vicious! 

Eet vill be glorious! De Jägers vill vunce again be de schtuff ov nightmares! 

…Dose old veaklings iz all gonna die! De professor sez hy iz gun lead a new 

pack of Jägers! Stronk, ruthless Jägers! Ve vill burn Europa to de ground und 

gnaw her bonez! (I.11.115)  

He is bent on death, war, and chaos, and the current Jägers, in his mind, are not living up to 

their reputations as ferocious agents of destruction—they are weak slaves, and he wants 

nothing to do with them. 

 This all changes, however, after experiencing the time stop in Mechanicsburg. Gil, in 

trying to undo the effects, experiments with pulling living creatures out of the stop, and one of 

the first he successfully retrieves is Captain Vole, who emerges from the time stop fighting 

mindlessly against anyone set in front of him (II.1.62-3). While the fighting may not come as a 

surprise, what does is the fact that he has aged dramatically—he is now larger and his physical 

Image 163: I.7.47 
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attributes have changed greatly (II.1.63), and they continue to do so in the minutes following his 

extraction: “Vole’s body is changing so fast that his nervous system can’t keep up. The foot he 

puts down is different from the foot he lifted. He’s off balance. Confused. Lashing out at 

whatever gets close to him” (II.1.65). 

 Not only his body changes—his mind does as well. After his instinct to fight subsides, 

Higgs sits and talks with Vole, only to discover that the ex-Jäger who so wanted to revel in the 

world burning has lost that fire: 

Pullink me outta dere like dot hurt—but hy dun 

mind dot. Iz just—it felt like hy vos fightink in a bad 

dream, all slow-like, but so mad dot hy couldn’t 

schtop. Like hy vos fighting for hundreds ov years. 

Und hy could feel effery minute ov it! Hy means, 

sure, hy likes a goot fight, yah—but—but dis vos 

bad fightink. Und now—now hy dun know if hy 

feels like fightink enny more. Veird, huh? (II.3.117) 

Having aged that much that quickly may have evolved not only his body but also his mind. 

When Higgs indicates that Vole will be the next Jäger general, Vole is surprised: “But hy hates 

dese new Masters. Hy vants var! Blood! Hy vants… hy dun know vot hy vants. …But… but hy 

kent be a General! De Masters vill neffer trust me! Hy haff done all kinds ov horrible tings” 

(II.3.118)! Higgs’ reassurance reinforces the idea of evolution, both for Vole in particular and the 

Jägers in general: “Kid? We all did—and then we grew up” (II.3.118). With age comes maturity, 

and the Jägers seem to be no exception. The Jägers may well have been creations who “haff 

done all kinds ov horrible tings,” but their present actions demonstrate an ability to grow and 

change over time. 

 

 

Image 164: II.3.117 
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Culture  

The Joy of Fighting  

 While their mindless brutality may have subsided with time, the Jäger passion for fighting 

has not. Jägerkin culture revolves around the sheer joy of fighting, and this is threaded 

throughout the entire storyline, 

with multiple examples. When the 

Boys assist the Circus at the 

Passholdt bridge, their enthusiasm 

is evident, with Maxim exhorting 

the performers to “fight like hyu 

means it!” and Oggie cheering for 

“lots ov monster for evryvun! Voo hoo” (I.5.10)! With blades, axes, and claws swinging, the Boys 

are often in the midst of any good fight (which, for Jägers, is all of them). Even just the prospect 

of a good fight is enough to make the Jägers downright joyful—once Agatha is named the 

Heterodyne and takes control of her city, she is soon greeted by General Gkika at the head of a 

contingent of Jäger forces. Even though a fight is not imminent, the assembled contingent is 

quite obviously cheerful, with broad, toothy grins evident throughout the crowd. Gkika herself is 

looking forward to the fighting ahead: “[V]e gots no more time for de talking. My boyz tell me 

dere’s more trouble on de vay—und hy haven’t seen any decent trouble in ages. Dis iz gonna 

be fun!” (I.12.25), a sentiment echoed by the cheering warriors behind her. 

 While the fights are not always greeted with such good cheer—the battle of Sturmhalten 

against the Baron was taken far more seriously (I.6.117+)—the passion for combat, often hand-

to-hand, persists. Tarvek, in trying to save the wasp-eaters and information about them from the 

Baron, orders the Jägers into the burning ship. As one Jäger, Jörgi, warns him that “not all ov 

Image 165: I.12.25 
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our boyz gun put op vit hyu bossink us around,” 

others exhort him to instead join in the fun: “Vot hyu 

doing?! Hyu iz missing vun great fight” (I.12.92)! Jörgi 

shrugs off his earlier complaint and abandons Tarvek 

to leap into the fray. 

 The fighting can often also include verbal 

components used to provoke a response. The 

clearest demonstration, which shows of the Boys’ 

and Jenka’s skills, comes during the fight with the 

revived Andronicus Valois, the original Storm King. In 

order to goad the Storm King into a proper fight and 

distract him from attacking the Master of Paris, Oggie and Maxim begin their verbal assault: 

MAXIM: Hoo, boy, Oggie, for sumvun who keeps saying no more talkink—dis 

guy von’t shut op. 

OGGIE: Vell, Maxim, hyu knows how dese king guys iz. Ven dey sez effryboddy 

gots to do sumting, dey alvays mean effryboddy else. Dey iz real bossy-like dot 

vay, hyu know— (II.4.85) 

This does indeed draw the King’s attention to the Jägermonsters he loathes, and while he faces 

off against Jenka, Maxim and Oggie help Martellus126 rally the collected forces against the 

Storm King (II.4.92+), who is soon defeated through that collective effort. 

 Such enthusiasm for fighting may seem as if it would come with an added emphasis on 

not showing weakness or pain, and this is occasionally the case. During the battle of 

Sturmhalten, for example, Maxim reacts to being shot by a Wulfenbach soldier. Oggie, close by, 

                                                
126 It may seem odd to have the Jägers aiding Martellus, especially given his previous actions toward Agatha, but 
while they clearly do not think highly of him—Oggie explicitly tells Martellus “[h]yu iz a real pain in de neck” (II.4.92)—
they know that this has to be a collective effort to save Paris.  

Image 166: I.12.92 
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chastises him: “Maxim! Dun’t hyu embarrass me” (I.6.119)! Similarly, after enduring what 

amounted to a battlefield amputation, Dimo reassures a worried Zeetha: “I iz okeh, dollink!... I iz 

not dead. Everyting else ken be fixed” (I.6.54). However, rather than creating a culture entirely 

valorizing a stoic approach, such a mentality seems to exist only during active combat; after one 

fight, Oggie confronts Dimo, who is clearly in pain: 

OGGIE: Hey dere, Dimo, iz hyu all right?  

DIMO: Fine. Em fine. 

OGGIE: Hyu iz not rhinohiding, iz hyu? 

DIMO: Shut op! Iz a scratch! (I.6.20) 

The instinctive reaction is to “tough it out,” but Oggie would clearly prefer 

an honest answer and a lack of pretending. The fight is over at this point, 

and there is no good reason to minimize or dismiss any battle wounds. 

 This balance is also paired with a deep sense of valor and, at times, even compassion, 

particularly toward other, non-Jäger allies. Dimo demonstrates these most clearly during the 

storyline. After the train to Paris is stopped by hostile forces looking for a specific passenger, 

Dimo realizes that the threat has changed and the group, led by Agatha, would not be able to 

face them effectively. Instead, he tells them to run: “Get de train goink out ov here as qvick as 

hyu can! Monks. Cat. Run. Now” (II.1.58)! The advancing threat, a group of construct bears, 

drives Agatha and the others off, and while Dimo tries to hold the bears off, they easily toss him 

away, to land injured in the snow nearby (II.1.59, II.1.78). While he is later found and tended to 

(II.1.87, II.2.46), it still speaks to his instinctive willingness to defend not just Agatha but the 

crew and other passengers on the train. Similarly, when Jiminez Hoffmann, a Paris university 

student assisting Agatha and her friends, is blinded during a fight, it is Dimo who reassures him: 

Image 167: I.6.20 
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JIMINEZ: Eh, it happens. Even the Heterodyne Boys got 

smacked around some. Right, Dimo? 

DIMO: Ho, yez! Master Bill vos more stitches den skin 

near de end! (II.3.70)  

While the words may have a positive tone, his facial expression reflects 

concern, even worry for the young man. This may be a rare moment for 

a Jäger, but it does show that the drive to fight can be and is tempered 

by a more nuanced approach. 

 

A Tool of Intimidation  

 This nuanced approach, however, is often missed, as many would prefer to draw upon 

the Jägers’ enthusiasm for fighting, coupled with their destructive history and public perception, 

to use them as a tool of intimidation or fear. The Baron excelled in the use of the Jägers as a 

means of threatening others into compliance with his edicts. When a town under his control 

objects to a recent decision about infrastructure, the Baron wastes little time in using the tools at 

his disposal: 

BORIS: The city council of Hufftberg is still unhappy about the glassworks. 

They’re really just feeling slighted because Tartown got the new university. 

BARON: [sigh] Tell them that I will donate the costs of the Corbettite terminal if 

they supply the labor. 

BORIS: Very generous. And if they continue to be difficult? 

BARON: Then tell them I’ll have the Jägermonsters there in two days—and the 

council will be the labor! (I.3.6) 

The ferocity of the Jägers, combined with their reputation, will guarantee the compliance the 

Baron relies upon to ensure that his Empire remains stable. These tactics are not limited to 

towns, however; the Jägers are even used against other staff members. When a construct fails 
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to follow the Baron’s orders, he is quickly reprimanded: “Idiot! Never bring any of the students 

into this lab! You are now a Jäger orderly until further notice” (I.3.9). The punitive step beyond 

that is to threaten the construct, a Lackya, with being sent to the Castle (I.3.9), apparently the 

only thing more terrifying than the Jägermonsters. 

 The Jägers do occasionally capitalize off of their fearsome reputation as well. The Jäger 

commander sent to escort Agatha home after the death of Dr. Beetle quickly grows weary of 

Agatha crying because she is afraid “[t]hey sent you out to eat me” (I.1.40)! He initially tries to 

reassure her that “[h]y em not gun eatchu,” but finally resorts to scaring her further: “Onless dots 

de only vay to shot hyu op” (I.1.40)! The threat works—she believes him and is quickly silent. 

The Boys also capitalize on their reputation in helping the Circus to get past Sturmhalten. While 

the soldiers staffing the toll booth initially note a rather high fee to cross through Balan’s Gap, 

when they see Dimo, costumed as one of the Baron’s Jäger soldiers, they immediately recoil in 

surprise and change their tune: “I’m shunting you to the official lanes. There’s no charge, and it’ll 

get you through town right quick” (I.5.48). The tactic initially works before the Circus is later 

stopped by special request of Sturmhalten’s Prince Aaronev. While theirs may be a rather 

unsavory reputation, it does have its uses. 

 

The Hat as Symbol  

 A major part of Jäger culture, in addition to fighting, is the wearing of hats. Hats, in the 

storyline, serve as a status symbol127, as a point of pride, and as an essential item of clothing, 

without which one is incomplete. To insult the hat, say, by knocking it off, is to insult the wearer 

(I.5.45). Jägers are consistently pictured with some kind of headgear; it is only on very rare 

occasions when one is not seen wearing some variety of hat, cap, helmet, or the like, and these 

                                                
127 The idea of hat-as-status-symbol may not be limited exclusively to the Jägers; at one point, Gil remarks to his 
advisors in frustration that “[t]here’s a reason you people all have fancy hats. Earn them” (II.1.13). 
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are not typically happy occasions128—Dimo, having had to “clean up” for a society event in 

Paris, is initially shown sans hat and in a foul mood, and when he puts on the formal outfit’s 

matching cap, his mood worsens: “[H]y hates dis hat” (II.1.7)! It is as much about the right hat as 

it is about any hat at all, then. 

 The right hat can serve as an identifier and a marker of social standing. When the Boys 

meet up with a now-healed Gil at Mamma Gkika’s, they provide him with a new set of clothes, 

including a hat they have made especially for him: a brightly-colored, misspelled monstrosity 

that identifies him as “Gilgemesh [sic] Wulfenbach, Schmott Guy!” to anyone who sees him 

(I.8.42). While the Jägers in the bar appreciate the headgear, praising it with cheers of “Nize 

Hat!,” Gil is mortified—until Van and Krosp straighten him out: “They’re quite serious, you know. 

You may think they’re mocking you. But I see someone they respect. That, my dear sir, is very 

rare. And very useful” (I.8.42). Krosp reminds him of this when Gil attempts to leave the hat 

behind: “The hat. The special hat. The hat the Jägers made to show how impressed they are 

with you. The Jägers who saved your life, and are devoted to Agatha—the girl you want to 

impress. The girl who doesn’t trust you, but does trust the Jägers. That hat” (I.8.54)? Gil decides 

to bring the hat along. Gil’s hat is not just a marker of his standing on his own, but also a marker 

of how and where the Jägers place him. 

 Similarly, Dimo’s hat helps other entities to identify him and his allies. After losing the 

initial fight with the bears, a pair on patrol find him lying unconscious in the snow. They initially 

plan to eat him (after all, constructs or not, they are still bears) but are stopped by the scent of 

his hat129: it alerts them to the fact that he was with their true leader (II.1.78). They take him to 

their king, who tells Dimo that the “hat tell this bear you have been with the Master” (II.1.87). 

Dimo points out that his “hat hangs out vit all kinds ov krezy pipple,” but the bear is insistent that 

                                                
128 Another occasion involves Maxim giving up his hat in a rather significant moment for the Jägers as grounded 
center; this will be discussed later in this chapter. 
129 The significance of the hat is one even bears appreciate; before eating Dimo, one sniffs his hat, remarking, “[n]ow, 
not supposed to eat the hat—is gauche” (II.1.78). 
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the scent does indeed reveal that Dimo knows their Master, who has been kept secret from 

them (II.1.87). Presumably, the particular scent would be elsewhere on Dimo, but the bears, like 

the Jäger, focus on the hat for its ability to provide useful information. 

 The hat, then, serves as a useful marker of identity and status, as well as one’s 

connections. More powerfully, however, especially for the fighting-happy Jägers, the hat is a 

point of pride not just because one has it but because of how one acquires it. Maxim presents 

an instructive example; after giving his hat up, he finds himself looking for a replacement. On 

being caught staring longingly at the display in a haberdasher’s window (I.10.A), Oggie 

confronts him: 

OGGIE: Maxim! Hyu ain’t tinkin’ bout buyink a hat, iz hyu? 

MAXIM: Dun be inzultink. A hat iz a badge of honor! A trophy vot must be 

plucked from off de head ov a vorthy enemy! 

OGGIE: Yah! Vun who happen to gots hyu same head size! (I.10.B) 

A proper hat must be acquired in a demonstration of strength, of besting another. Maxim plans 

to fight Old Man Death for his hat, because, as the old man notes, “[t]he badder the enemy, the 

better the hat,” and Old Man Death “[r]ode with the Jägers. Never. Lost. A. Fight,” despite not 

being a Jäger himself (I.10.G). Acquiring it by force is the most likely option, but “stealing it, or 

tricking me out of it would be fine. In fact, it would be more impressive …You don’t expect a 

knife to sing opera, y’know” (I.10.H)? Maxim is bested by the old man—repeatedly—until he 

manages to use a bit of trickery to finally get the hat (I.10.K, see Appendix C for the full-sized 

strip). Oggie is astounded by this rather out of character method:  

OGGIE: Deed hyu— 

MAXIM: De Ol’ Man iz fine. 

OGGIE: But… How… 

MAXIM: Hy used my brainz! 
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OGGIE: Who iz hyu, really? (I.10.L) 

While Oggie is, for the moment, in disbelief at his 

friend’s success, the surprise wanes as this hat soon 

becomes much-coveted by the other Jägerkin, who 

want to fight the Jäger who beat Old Man Death. After 

Maxim brags a bit about his “awesomeness” rubbing 

off on the other Boys, another Jäger approaches the 

trio: “Hey dere, brodders! Ve’s makin’ a list! If hyu vants to fight 

Maxim for hiz hat—hy kin put hyu down for nombers tree-niney-six 

and tree-niney-seffen” (I.12.132)! Oggie agrees immediately, while 

Dimo rubs a little salt into the wound: “Hy tink ve’s gun get more 

den awesomeness rubbed off on us” (I.12.132). The badder the 

enemy, the better the hat, but the better the hat, the more desired 

it is as a demonstration of abilities. Maxim does keep his hat, as 

later strips demonstrate, but whether this is because he bested his opponents or the battle of 

Mechanicsburg kept the other Jägers from fighting him for it is not made clear. The idea of a 

desirable hat continues to appear throughout the storyline, however, including during the fight 

with the Storm King; Maxim, who has clearly not learned his lesson, calls “[d]ibs on his hat!” 

(II.4.77), a hat that at least one other Jäger, Rerich, mentioned earlier, has also tried to take 

(II.1.18). References to and scenes revolving around hats may be humorous, as are many 

Jäger moments, but for the group, they’re also objects of significance. 

 
Humor  

 It is evident at many points in the storyline that the Jägers are often used for humorous 

effect. Quite often, they are played for laughs or as comic relief in a difficult situation. Some of 

these times involve witty quips or a handling of a given situation in a manner that particularly 

Image 169: I.10.L 
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reflects a Jäger kind of touch. Other situations draw laughs through playing the Jägers as fools 

(in all senses of the word). But regardless of the ways in which they are played, the humor 

evident in the storyline frequently comes from, or is occasionally at the expense of, the Jägers. 

 The Jägers have a knack for delivering lines that break the tension in an amusing or 

outright absurd fashion. The overall plot of Girl Genius does tend to be heavy, with weighty 

topics of succession, power, and insider/outsider status, but the Jägers often offer perspectives 

or witticisms that allow for brief moments of levity, however temporary. The quest to find Agatha 

and retrieve her from Sturmhalten, for example, involved numerous fights, wandering around 

lost in the town’s sewers, and one battlefield amputation. Frequently, however, the Boys 

provided opportunities for levity at precisely the right moment. 

 In one strip, the rescue party, including Krosp and the Boys, emerge from the sewers. 

Krosp is practically catatonic, and the Boys are not entirely sure why—he was fine in the 

sewers, but he is now decidedly not fine after falling into the sewage itself: 

MAXIM: No, he vos fine ‘til hyu say he vould 

need a bath. 

DIMO: No, it vos ven hyu say he could giff 

himself a bath. 

MAXIM: Oh, yah! Dot vos it! ‘Cause he iz a 

kitty! 

KROSP: [wailing] Kill me! 

LARS: Can’t blame him, really. (I.5.86) 

Despite the urgency of their mission, the Jägers unintentionally manage to break the tension (at 

Krosp’s expense). Nevertheless, the group is undeterred, and they continue on their way, back 

in the cavernous expanses of the castle. A tense chase, however, results in the group fleeing 

multiple monsters, only to fall through a rotted floor (I.6.26-7) and into a dark, empty space 

below. They land, hard, on a pile of bones below, only to realize that they are trapped and must 
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figure out a way out of this oubliette. The gravity of the fall is, at least, punctuated by a bit of 

levity that is almost a trope for as frequently as it happens in pop culture—who landed on what 

(or whom): 

UNSEEN JÄGER #1: Vat did ve lend on? 

UNSEEN JÄGER #2: I lended on rocks. Hyu lended on me. 

UNSEEN JÄGER #1: Oh. Thenk hyu. (I.6.28) 

A classic exchange, yes, but it helps to break up the tension between the pursuit and fall and 

the subsequent realization that they are trapped. 

 Their confinement does not last too long, however, and neither does Agatha’s—they all 

manage to escape the castle and survive the eventual battle of Sturmhalten before escaping 

with the Circus via stolen airship. While the escape does go well, Agatha is aghast at the idea 

that there are monsters rampaging through Sturmhalten and is insistent that she should be the 

one to fix it, as she believes that she is at fault (I.6.144). Master Payne disagrees that it is her 

fault or responsibility, “[u]nless you can command monsters to 

fight for you” (I.6.145)? She initially says no, when the Boys, in 

the background, remark on Dimo’s one-armed climbing ability: 

OGGIE: Hey, Dimo! Hyu make it up dot ladder real 

fast wit only vun hend! 

DIMO: Ha! Dot’s ‘cause I use my brains! 

MAXIM AND OGGIE: Eeew! Messy! (I.6.145)  

The interaction reminds her that she can indeed command monsters, and while she continues, 

in a rage, to argue the point, the others are insistent that she is in no physical condition to 

handle it. She proves them right in the next strip, and, as she passes out, Dimo attempts to 

catch her—and, with only one arm, fails. Maxim is close at hand to make light of the situation: 

MAXIM: Should haff used hyu brains dot time, too. 

DIMO: Shot op. I gets a new vun soon. 

Image 172: I.6.145 
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MAXIM: A new brain? Goot idea. (I.6.146) 

No attention is being paid to the Heterodyne now asleep on the floor; rather, the Jäger 

exchange lightens the situation. The escape from Sturmhalten is now largely complete, and it is 

acceptable for the characters (and the audience) to breathe or even laugh again. 

 The Jägers continue this trend of breaking the tension through humorous insights during 

the escape from Gil’s almost relentless pursuit of Agatha and her friends. Most of the laughs at 

this point in the story come from moments with Dimo. One moment comes after Agatha and her 

friends, now allied with the bear constructs, have defeated the entity threatening the railways 

and are on the train to Paris. Dimo, injured earlier by the bears, is being treated on board. While 

having one of her most stalwart bodyguards on bedrest might be concerning, Dimo reassures 

Agatha in a less-than-encouraging exchange with the physician: 

DIMO: Dis guy iz bear doc. He dun know anyting about 

pipple vot iz not bears, ‘cept how dey taste—zo he von’t let 

me out ov bed. 

BEAR DOC: Eating patients is against solemn Hippocratic 

Oath this bear swear. 

DIMO: Hyu kin say dot again! Dis guy svears at me all de 

time! 

BEAR DOC: …but this bear is considering it. (II.2.46) 

Clearly Dimo is not the ideal patient, and the brief interaction with the doctor allows for another 

humorous moment that helps form the narrative transition between the last major fight and the 

arrival into Paris. While Agatha and Violetta continue talking in the foreground, the interaction 

between Dimo and the doctor continues in the background: 

BEAR DOC: Here. Put on mustard plaster. 

DIMO: Vot do hy need dot for? 

BEAR DOC: This bear like mustard. (II.2.46) 
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The jokes continue and the protagonist and her friends continue to move forward in the storyline 

during this lower-stress segment of the plot. 

 While their quips and asides often help to break tension, the Jägers would likely see 

their commentary as uniquely helpful, and the Jägers are only too happy to also be helpful in 

matters of the heart. While the Jägers, especially the Boys, do have moments of flirting in their 

own right (I.10.J, I.10.L, and II.2.57), the contributions offered are generally more toward the 

non-Jägers they accompany, with Gil and Airman Higgs both popular targets of such “help.” 

André, a Castle Wulfenbach Jäger, is the first in the storyline to demonstrate this talent for 

romantic advice. As he escorts Agatha to her room in the dorms, he expresses his hope to run 

into the murderous Von Pinn, nanny to and guardian of the students onboard: “All uf de 

Jägermonstern iz desirous of her. She iz zo sharp… zo dangerous, like a pudding-bag full of 

knives” (I.2.77)! When Agatha expresses her disbelief, André reminisces about the time in which 

“her elbow lingered as it vas buried in my kidney” and that “tvice I haff felt de touch uf her hand 

as it caressed my face… See de scar” (I.2.77)? At this point, Agatha is taken aback, but André 

can only laugh: “You iz still a leetle gurl in de vays of luff. You vill learn” (I.2.78). This may be 

good advice for a Jäger, and it is certainly indicative of their overall (slightly askew) perspective 

on romance, as well as a deep-seated desire to be helpful in this arena. 

 Gil is also on the receiving end of this assistance, although he is not conscious enough 

to fully appreciate it. As Jenka and the Boys take him to get his injuries treated, Jenka and Dimo 

note that the affection between Agatha and Gil is mutual. 

Maxim and Oggie plan to assist Gil in decisively winning their 

Mistress’ heart: 

MAXIM: Excellent! Hy vill teach him how to 

impress de gorls! 

OGGIE: Hy vill teach him about de birds und 

de veasles! 
Image 174: I.8.16 
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DIMO: [sotto voce] Und hy vill teach him how to avoid those two. 

JENKA: [sotto voce] Ah. Den he may haff a chence. (I.8.16)  

The more practically-minded Jenka and Dimo may be able to temporarily deflect such “help,” 

but even Dimo stoops to a little teasing when it comes to Higgs’ feelings for Zeetha. When 

Higgs realizes he has just missed seeing her, despite her needing to be on bed 

rest due to injury, the Boys (along with Violetta) prod him just a bit about why 

he is concerned about her. As he becomes even more agitated, Oggie steps in:  

OGGIE: Hey, keed. Dey is haffing fun tryink to shake hyu op. 

Just shot op and go ketch her! 

MAXIM: As alvays, hy iz in awe ov hyu mastery ov de art ov 

romance. 

OGGIE: Dot’s vy hy gots descendants! (I.13.17)  

Indeed—Oggie is the only Jäger noted to have “descendants,” one of which, a great-great 

grandson, the Boys stumbled upon during the search for Agatha in Sturmhalten (I.6.56). Among 

Jägers, he may have a very slight edge in the world of romance. 

 The Jägers have their comedic moments, but this role as comic relief may also result in 

their being considered foolish or stupid. Just as there are frequent moments in which the Jägers 

are relieving tension through their antics or quips, there are also frequent moments in which 

those antics or quips serve to present them as fools. Early in the storyline, some Wulfenbach 

Jägers, in helping to stop a clank and track down the mystery Spark in Beetleburg, decide to 

use a piece of specialized but untested weaponry—“Ve ectually gots a clenk gon” (I.1.77)! One 

Jäger notes that this might not be a good idea, but that does not stop what becomes a moment 

reminiscent of The Three Stooges: the gun fires wildly, and the recoil drives one Jäger back 

through a wall. The other two are quick to excuse the situation:  

Image 175: 
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JÄGER #1: Ho! Leedle 

recoil problem dere, sir! 

JÄGER #2: Pretty neat, 

though, yah? (I.1.77) 

Even though this is a smaller group and 

they eventually are successful against the clank (I.1.78), such a moment calls their competence 

as an elite fighting force into question. The next strip sees one Jäger only half-listening to Gil’s 

directions, dispatching the clank without preserving the control unit, as Gil had wanted (I.1.78). 

 This kind of moment continues with Jenka and the Boys as they watch and wait for 

developments in Mechanicsburg, shortly before an early battle begins. Suddenly, Maxim hears 

an alarm sound, but none of the Jägers are sure why. Dimo notes that Maxim has “gots de goot 

ears,” but they are all unaware of the large attacking clank that quickly smashes their 

observation tower (I.7.94). As they run away, Jenka is incredulous: “Hyu gots de goot ears?!,” to 

which Maxim replies, “Sure—hum something, I tell hyu vot animal it iz” (I.7.95-6)! As with the 

previous examples, it undermines their identity as a competent, prepared fighting force. 

 The question of competence is key: on the surface, the Jägers are not considered to 

have much in the way of brainpower—they are regarded as mindless, battle-driven fighters, 

and, occasionally, they make that point themselves. Dimo, in conversing with one of the 

Corbettite monks, raises some valuable points about the situation: 

But dis iz too much krezy! It makes no sense. Sumvun broke de bridge. Iz a 

messy way to find sumvun. Hokay, so dey vants to keel us. Zo den vy der 

schtupid havalanche? To schtop us? To save us? Pick vun, hey? But most 

impawtent, ve haz schtopped already! (II.1.49) 

These are excellent points on Dimo’s part; the monk notes that “[t]hose are smart questions,” to 

which Dimo replies that “[h]y ken tell! Dey iz making my head hurt” (II.1.49)! Dimo makes good 

points here, but he also undermines them—strenuous thought is, apparently, painful. 

Image 176: I.1.77 
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A Critical Note 

 Are the Jägers as unintelligent and oafish as their rather humorous presentation 

suggests? Are they solely mindless, brainless fighters used for laughs? While surface 

impressions may suggest an answer in the affirmative, a deeper look points to their true value 

as secondary characters. 

 The culture of the Jägers, along with their use as a tool of comic relief, leads to them 

being heavily underestimated as powerful characters in their own right, especially as 

secondaries. Although their culture contributes significantly toward being well-rounded and 

nuanced supporting characters, their reputation and the way they are played for laughs may call 

their purpose as grounded, grounding characters into question. However, they are far more 

multifaceted than that. When Tarvek calls one Jäger, Jörgi, an “illiterate fool,” Jörgi snaps back: 

“Shaddup, schmot guy. Hy kin read,” but then threatens Tarvek if he tells the other Jägers 

(I.12.101). Jörgi tells him that he was raised in a literate family; his aspiring-philosopher father 

“even made mine sisters learn to read” (I.12.101). Jörgi may not have always appreciated it, as 

his father’s passion for his desired field drove him to become a Jäger as a teenager (“Hyu 

leesen to a guy like dot for fifteen years, hyu vill vant to burn down de vorld, too” (I.12.101)), but 

he does demonstrate that the Jägers do have a past, complete with families and stories that go 

beyond simply the reputation of brutal hired muscle. 

 Similarly, Tarvek’s cousin Martellus has the occasion to talk to an injured Jäger about 

who he used to be. The interrogation begins with an exchange far more expected of the Jägers: 

MARTELLUS: I don’t suppose there’s the slightest chance you would tell me 

where she is in return for your life? 

RERICH: Ho! Und now de insults schtart! (II.1.17) 
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The fearlessness in the face of the opponent and the loyalty 

to the Heterodyne are expected, but Martellus approaches 

from a different angle, hoping to get some history on the 

Heterodynes and the Storm King: “Before you were a Jäger. 

What was your name? When were you born? Who were 

you” (II.1.18)? The Jäger responds that he “iz Rerich. My 

family vos Von Billiguether,” but leaves the question of 

birthdate unanswered (II.1.18). The history he provides 

Martellus is valuable intelligence for the ascending Storm King, but what is key here is that little 

bit of family identification on Rerich’s part. Rerich and Jörgi offer fleeting glimpses into another 

side of the Jägerkin, one that allows them to be increasingly more than just the Heterodynes’ 

personal muscle. When examined as the nuanced and insightful characters they are, the Jägers 

demonstrate their value as a grounding force to the main characters and to the storyline as a 

whole. 

 
Perceptiveness  

 The Jägers, by sheer virtue of age, offer a sort of continuity to the overall storyline: for at 

least two hundred years, if not longer, they have been witness to Europan and Empire history, 

along with that of their own Mechanicsburg and Heterodynes. Their lifetimes are, effectively, 

lifetimes. Rather than operating solely as a monolithic bloc of laughable entities, the Jägers 

represent a broader view of the narrative, seeing events connect on a larger scale. They 

operate both inside and outside the story, in a way; they have more insights and more answers 

than the bulk of the characters present, and their perceptiveness means they can function quite 

effectively as the grounded characters the protagonists need. 
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About Agatha  

 When it comes to identifying Agatha as the Heterodyne, the Jägermonsters are the first 

to know, and the identification happens surprisingly early in the storyline. As early as the first 

volume, in which the Baron enters Beetleburg and the university, the Jägers present start 

commenting on Agatha’s scent, beginning with the Jäger commander: “She schmells gooot… 

Hy mean, really goot” (I.1.73). This is coming on the heels of telling Gil that the “pipple who liff 

here. Dey schmell fonny” (I.1.73), which points early on to the Jägers being more scent-driven in 

terms of perception130. This feature is carried forward when she first meets General Khrizhan, 

who makes a similar comment to Gil: 

GENERAL KHRIZHAN: Master Vulfenbach, who vas dot gurl? 

GIL: She’s just a lab assistant we… why? 

GENERAL KHRIZHAN: She smells… very nize… Don’t hyu tink? 

GIL: Oh, please— (I.2.27) 

It is unclear as to whether or not Gil knows what the General means by this, but the Jägers keep 

commenting, including a Jäger orderly named Minsk: “Dis iz Miz Agatha Clay, who smellz very 

nize” (I.2.73). The Generals discuss her further without actually saying outright what they 

suspect: 

KHRIZHAN: Vot you tink? 

ZOG: I don’t gotta tink. I knew ven I smelt her clothink. Could be a by-blow, or a 

forgotten second cousin. 

KHRIZHAN: A by-blow? Dem? 

ZOG: Pft. Dey vos hooman. (I.2.75) 

                                                
130 There may be something to their scent-driven mode of perception where Agatha (and other Heterodynes) are 
concerned. It may serve to emphasize their transformation, and it may also emphasize their already marked 
difference from the fully-human characters. 
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Before Agatha knows who she is, the Jägers know who she is, and this starts their subplot in 

motion—once they are convinced, their loyalties start to incrementally move toward Agatha and 

away from the Baron’s service, as discussed earlier. 

 This move is gradual for the Jägerkin as a larger group, but for the detached Jägers—

particularly the Boys and Jenka—the move is more rapid because that was their specific task: 

find a Heterodyne. The Boys know almost immediately: “Hey! Shot up! Shot up! Use hyu noses! 

Vhere iz it? Vhere? Him? No—Dere” (I.4.97)! Again, the focus is on scent in identifying her as 

one of the family. Agatha finally suspects they know who she is when she calls upon them to 

chase the monster (later identified as Jenka) out of the town of Zumzum: “Swear. Swear on your 

loyalty to the house of Heterodyne,” and Dimo responds in the affirmative: “Ve so svear—

mistress (I.4.111). Neither Agatha nor the Jägers have specifically said the words and identified 

her as a Heterodyne, but both sides do know. The Boys let Jenka know, and this is the first 

point in which it is specifically said: “The smell, the voice—she iz of the bloodline” (I.4.114). 

They must then figure out what needs to be done next: “Our task vas to find a Heterodyne. This 

we haf done. Now de question iz—vot iz to be done vit her?... It haz been too long. I vant 

instructions. Until den, keep her alive” (I.4.114). Jenka and the Boys, the detached Jägers, have 

accomplished their goal at last. This accomplishment changes the narrative, and the Jägers are 

keenly aware of that fact. 

 The Jägers do understand exactly how Agatha fits into the larger Jäger narrative and 

how being the Heterodyne will change things. In one example, the Boys show how integral she 

becomes to the group’s actions and how her role as Heterodyne governs what kind of actions 

they may take. When she finally has the chance to talk to the Boys at length, she is surprised at 

their perceptiveness; they have joined up with the Circus in order to help smooth the troupe’s 

travel—and Agatha’s—but they need her blessing to help Master Payne with his travel plan to 

avoid the Prince and his people: 
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MAXIM: Payne, he tink dot price gots vun nize toy from de 

Circus. He might come looking to see vot else dey gots. 

DIMO: Ve iz too close to the city now to beck vitout looking 

suspicious. But Meester Payne, he’z a schmot guy, he gots a 

goot plan. 

OGGIE: He vant us to help. But hyu iz our mistress. Hyu gots to 

say it’z hokay. (I.5.46) 

Agatha is clearly taken aback by their thorough assessment of the situation, remarking “[y]ou all 

seem remarkably on top of this. Are 

you sure you’re Jägerkin” (I.5.46)? 

She may find their awareness a 

surprise, but for the Boys, and Dimo 

in particular, having to stay on top of things was necessary while detached: “Haff all dose guys 

vit de Baron gone soft over de years—or haff ve become… sharper because ve leave de group 

und haff to tink better” (I.5.46)? The perceptiveness does not seem to be limited to the Boys, 

certainly, but while their need to be self-sufficient away from the group does explain their 

sharper qualities, their skills may just be more evident because they are the most frequently 

seen Jägers in the storyline. 

 

Tactics  

 In addition to their perceptiveness in regard to Agatha, the Jägers demonstrate that, far 

from being mindless fighting machines, they have exceptional tactical savvy. As with the 

awareness of who Agatha is, the Jägers demonstrate this awareness early on in the storyline. 

Soon after Gil stops a rampaging clank in Beetleburg, the Baron chides him for his reckless 

behavior (I.1.61). The Jäger commander, however, knows that Gil’s approach was not only 

successful, it was rather familiar: “Hey—keed. Hyu did pretty goot dere. Hen don be fooled—
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hyu poppa doz crazy schtupid sctoff [sic] like dot all de time. Hokay” (I.1.62)? In the Jäger 

mindset, it was a workable tactic and no more different than anything the Baron would have 

done. 

 Gil also figures into another tactical aptitude moment for the Jägermonsters. After he is 

wounded successfully defending Mechanicsburg against an initial attack, the Boys and Jenka 

are quick to render aid. When he expresses surprise that a group of non-Wulfenbach Jägers is 

assisting him, Dimo points out that “[h]yu fallin’ down in front of effreybody ain’t goot for de 

town—or for Mizz Agatha” (I.7.111). They know that if Gil collapses now, he risks undermining 

his previous show of strength, but if they can get him offstage quickly, he can get help without 

seeming weak: “I tink hyu vant de ‘mysterious 

disappearance after de battle’ ending. A beeg hit vit de 

ladies—as long as hyu don’ overdo it, iffen hyu know vot I 

means” (I.7.112). When he states that “I didn’t think I’d been 

hit that badly,” Jenka is also able to explain his current state 

of shock: “Oh, you prob’ly izn’t hit too bad… Iz dis de first 

time hyu faced down an entire army all by hyuself vit a 

veapon hyu vasn’t sure vos gonna vork? Vell dot’s just hyu 

body bein’ all surprized hyu ain’t all blowed op and dead” (I.7.112)! He is less than relieved 

when she adds: “Next time, hyu von’t even blink” (I.7.112), but it is true: this is the first and only 

time in which Gil expresses any sort of symptoms of shock as a result of battle or an injury (or 

both). 

 The Jäger Generals also have their moments of tactical savvy, as one would reasonably 

expect of higher-ranking members of a group. Their first major moment involves dealing with the 

Baron’s advisor Boris, shortly after they confirm the presence of a Heterodyne. He knows they 

intend to separate from the Baron, and he hopes to talk them out of it: “Wait. Let her take the 

Castle. Let the Doom Bell ring. Let the Baron formally release you back into her service. Let the 
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people of Europa see that the law of Wulfenbach still holds” (I.10.97). At first the Generals are 

dissatisfied, but a little talking leads to an agreement: “Hokay, Meester Boris. Mebbe ve do dis 

hyu vay—eef hyu agrees to de trade concessions ve gun discuss now” (I.10.97). The Generals 

are clearly no fools; if they cannot have their way initially, they want compromise, and Boris is in 

no position to disagree. 

 Unfortunately, some revelations about the Baron’s plans for Mechanicsburg, delivered 

by Ardsley Wooster, upend those compromises (I.10.98). The Generals later arrange to meet 

with the Boys to confirm that they have indeed found the Heterodyne—and whether or not she 

is The Other (I.11.59). When Dimo explains the situation, it is clear that Boris, listening in on the 

situation, does not believe that Agatha will submit to the Baron for “assistance” (I.11.60-3). After 

he departs, the group of Jägers understands the gravity of the situation: 

OGGIE: Dot did not go verra well, did it? 

DIMO: No, brodder, I dun tink it did. 

KHRIZHAN: Hyu gots dot right. Meester Boris must know 

dot ve know… 

GOOMBLAST: Yez. Even if Meez Agatha destroys De 

Odder in her head—she vill neffer be able to proof dis to 

der Baron’s satisfaction. No! He vill vant her locked op—

studied… Und effentually, destroyed. He vill not take de 

risk. (I.11.63) 

The Generals know that there is no way the Baron will allow Agatha to survive; any likelihood 

that she might still harbor traces of The Other will mean that she is a danger to Europa. The 

Generals know what the next step must be: “Der Haus uf Heterodyne must now prepare for var” 

(I.11.63). 

 War does indeed come to Mechanicsburg and the house of Heterodyne, and as a result, 

the Baron places the town into a time stop. Most of the Jägers made it out of the town before 
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the Baron arrived, but the Generals were not so fortunate. In the absence of existing leadership, 

other Jägers must step forward. The first to become a new General is Dimo, and he has an 

excellent grasp on the overall situation: 

Hy gots to be a General now. All de odder 

vuns iz in Mechanicsburg. Most ov us 

Jägers… vell, ve din’t join up for de thinkink, 

hyu know? So somebody gots to be de 

schmot guy. Hanging around vit Maxim and 

Oggie… vell, hy got used to beink de schmot 

guy. Big joke on me, yah? …But now hyu iz 

beck—hy ken shtop all dot itchy tinking 

schtuff—Yah, hy ken feel all dot responsibility drainink avay. Iz verra nize… 

(I.13.121) 

He is clearly having a bit of fun at her expense, but he is also quite sincere: the Jägers need 

leadership, and he is, based on personal experience, the most qualified to do it. It is the schmot 

move in leading Agatha’s forces in a less than ideal situation, and he is able to capably update 

her on what has happened to her town in her absence (I.13.122). 

 While their tactical skills are impressive, specific Jägers show adeptness in other ways, 

revealing an even deeper level of nuance. General Gkika is one example; while she may 

properly be styled as General, for the majority of the storyline, she is known as Mamma Gkika, 

proprietor of her eponymous bar. When the Boys and Jenka take the wounded Gil off the 

battlefield, as discussed earlier, they take him to Mamma’s, where he awakens to three young 

women dressed as Jägers. He is surprised, if not outright appalled: “But… but the Jägers have 

a terrible reputation! People are afraid of them! They hate them! And you’re telling me tourists 

come here to drink with fake ones” (I.8.35)? They do indeed, and that has been Mamma’s 

business plan, one that has allowed her to be in Mechanicsburg safely all this time. 
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 He realizes she is actually is a Jäger, but 

she astutely points out that “[v]en pipple see lots 

ov false Jägers, dey don’t look so hard for de real 

vuns” (I.8.36). The “Jäger girls” serve as a cover 

for her, and the tourist bar131 at ground level, 

complete with dancing and polka music (I.8.58), 

serves as a cover for the below-ground bar that 

serves an entirely different clientele:  

Mamma Gkika’s isn’t just a bar. 

The Jägers won’t let anyone but a 

Heterodyne work on them, right? So when they get too injured to fight, they come 

here. Mamma patches them up while they wait for the family to come back, so 

they can get properly repaired. (I.8.44)  

Mamma’s operates as a way station for Jägers to socialize and heal while they wait for a 

Heterodyne to return132; presumably the tourist bar helps to fund the “repairs” on the Jägerkin 

(and on the bar itself after the nightly fight). It may seem like a small feature of the plot line, but 

the idea of a successful Jäger-run business in Mechanicsburg, during a time in which no Jägers 

are allowed in Mechanicsburg, speaks to an impressive level of business acumen. Mamma is 

both a General and a savvy entrepreneur, a more well-rounded Jäger than stories or legends 

would allow. 

 

                                                
131 In a brief moment later in the storyline (I.12.7), it is hinted at that Mamma’s might be more than just a bar. When 
Gil brings Sleipnir and an injured Theo to the bar for aid, they are greeted by more of the “Jäger girls,” only these 
ones aren’t attired for playing polkas—they are decidedly more scantily dressed (I.12.7-8). Perhaps some tourists like 
to do more than just drink with Jägers… 
 
132 It is never specified whether or not these patrons are Wulfenbach Jägers or part of the detachment, or if these are 
unaffiliated Jägers entirely; the only one with a visible sigil is wearing a Jäger sigil instead of Wulfenbach’s. 
Interestingly, of the Boys, only Oggie wears a sigil; it appears to be a Jäger one. 
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Political Acumen  

 The insights and aptitudes do go even further than combat on the battlefield and in the 

boardroom. Decades—if not centuries—of watching the world change has given the Jägers 

keen political insights as well, and their political acumen, often rivaling that of the more highly-

regarded main characters, frequently proves useful. Demonstrations of these abilities frequently 

involve the protagonists Agatha, Gil, and Tarvek and what they can (or should) know.  

 In one example, Dimo and Jenka are concerned about Gil knowing too much. While they 

know they must get him aid, Dimo is reluctant to bring him in through the “sneaky gate” into the 

town: “He likes Miz Agatha. Hy ken tell. But I dun know if we should trust him vit dis” (I.7.113). 

Jenka, however, knows that even though he may witness one of the Jägers’ big secrets, the 

political climate is about to change significantly. “Ve gots a Heterodyne beck. Votever hoppens, 

tings iz gonna change. I say ve take de chance” (I.7.113). The game is about to shift 

significantly, so hazarding Gil seeing their secret way into Mechanicsburg may not matter for 

much longer. 

 Jäger secrets are also part of the discussion that the Generals have with Tarvek. The 

Generals (along with Krosp) have brought Tarvek in for a meeting, but while they begin it with a 

moment of levity at the cat-king’s expense, Tarvek knows that their hilarity is 

covering for a deeper anxiety. “They’re worried… By tradition, the new 

Heterodyne should be greeted by all the Generals. General Øsk died fighting the 

Polar Lords’ doom wyrm last year. That leaves seven. Four are here—so where 

are the others? Could there be… dissension here (I.12.82)? General Zog sees 

that Tarvek is far more informed than they anticipated—“…Hokay. No fonny hat 

for hyu. Come talk vit us” (I.12.82). The General continues:  

Hyu iz right. Dere iz seven ov us now. Not many pipple knows 

dot. General Gkika iz vit de Lady Heterodyne. She vill bring her 

here soon. General Zadipok should be here by now, but ve haff 
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not heard from him. It iz, as hyu say, vorrying. Und de seventh. Vell, he iz a tricky 

vun. He iz… de keeper ov many secret tings (I.12.83) 

The seventh general refuses to come forward as long as The Other is an issue (I.12.83), so the 

Generals are as eager as Tarvek is to get Agatha clear of The Other and her effects. They 

demonstrate it by poking fun at Tarvek (“And den hyu ken gets to de keesing, yez” (I.12.83)?), 

but the concern is sincere—they need the Heterodyne to be safe, and if Tarvek can help the 

process, so much the better (I.12.83). 

 Agatha’s interaction with the politically on-point Jägers comes from both Dimo and 

Jenka. After Dimo updates Agatha on the Mechanicsburg time stop, he 

asks her a critical question: “Iz hyu mamma schtill in hyu head” 

(I.13.142)? She is surprised by the question and that he knows the 

situation, and he cautions her about her planned actions: “Und hyu gots 

to be verra careful. Wulfenbach und hyu mamma—dey iz at var” 

(I.13.142). The battle escalated when the Baron discovered her 

revenants onboard his airship, and she is still scheming behind the 

scenes (I.13.143). Worse, Gil has been affected: “Hy dun really gets it, 

but it vos supposed to protect him from—vell, from hyu, hy guess. Und he left dot beeg clenk 

lady vit him, too. She keeps him safe, but she also vatches him. Hyu Meester Gil is trepped, und 

not all de valls iz solid vuns” (I.13.143). The Baron is trapped in the time stop, Gil has been 

controlled somehow, and The Other manages to continue her operations through her disciples 

and proxies: Dimo is well aware of the larger situation and the dangers Agatha faces. 
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 But Agatha must remedy the time stop to save her town, so 

she heads to Paris, where she encounters a somewhat-familiar 

figure: Jenka. This is the first time Agatha (and readers) see 

Jenka’s face, and she is working as “the head of the Mechanicsburg 

Diplomatic Corps” (II.3.6). Agatha at first does not believe her to be 

a Jäger based on her speech and appearance, but she clarifies the 

situation: 

[T]here is more to being a Jäger than having sharp 

teeth… Heh. Admittedly, for some of my idiot 

brothers, not much more, but… well… Some of us 

have found it useful to be sharp in other ways. We are monsters, my Lady—all of 

us. The Jägers, the Heterodynes, even the good people of Mechanicsburg, in 

their way—and these are hard times for us. Dangerous times. And so, for 

Mechanicsburg, I sometimes gots to clean up nice and go out visiting! Yez! 

(II.3.8) 

As head of the diplomatic corps, Jenka has to have a strong grasp on political situations that 

may affect the town and people of Mechanicsburg, and she appears at various points during the 

Paris storyline both as diplomat (accompanied by the Boys in disguise, II.4.39) and as Jäger 

fighter, filling whatever role needed to ensure the survival of the town and family. 
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Moral133 Center  

 Secondary characters, then, can accomplish quite a bit as a means of helping to ground 

the protagonists and providing a more broad-spectrum view on the storyline and its moving 

parts. Where the Jägers are concerned, this goes one step further into being the moral center of 

the story. While not all secondary characters will serve specifically as moral centers for the 

protagonists (although they often will, in order to further ground the flawed protagonists), the 

Jägermonsters not only serve to advise and ground but also to provide the strongest moral force 

in the narrative. With their unwavering loyalty to the Heterodynes and to others, as well as their 

rigid codes of conduct when fighting, the Jägers serve to more fully anchor the protagonists and 

provide a means of keeping them from slipping into a more antagonistic state. 

 The chief code or the Jägers, their main governing principle, is their loyalty to the 

Heterodynes. As discussed earlier, their loyalty to the Heterodynes is unwavering, and, in a 

world in which the main characters, both protagonists and antagonists alike, are not unwilling to 

form and break alliances and manipulate freely to accomplish their goals, this sense of loyalty is 

a decided rarity. As noted earlier, the Boys, the Generals, and the massed forces have been 

waiting expectantly for a Heterodyne return because of their loyalty to the family. Even Vole, 

who spends the vast majority of the storyline repudiating the Jägertroth and disavowing any 

connection to the Heterodynes, finds himself coming back to the pack and family in the end—

and as a General, no less. 

 They are similarly rigid in their keeping of the promise to remain outside Mechanicsburg 

until the return of the Heterodyne. They see it as having pledged an oath, and while they do 

have their ways of following the letter of the law, if not the spirit, as with Mamma Gkika’s, the 

                                                
133 While there is decidedly much potential discussion to be had as to whether the Jägers are a moral center versus 
an ethical one, I am electing to use “moral” in this case. The Random House dictionary definition places the two as 
synonyms, with “morals” referring to “customs of conduct and right living” and “ethics” as “high standards for honest 
and honorable dealing, and of methods used” and specifically names “morals” as a synonym to “ethics” (“Morals—
Synonyms to ‘Morals,’” Dictionary.com). Both apply where the Jägers are concerned. 
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Jägers do their best to keep it. Note the discussion earlier regarding how distraught Maxim and 

Oggie were at the thought of having to cross into the city to save Gil—and how Dimo reminds 

them that they didn’t get caught doing it. 

 For a fighting force, though, possibly the best indicator is their rules on combat. It would 

be easy to assume that such a force, with a reputation for being mindless killers, would have no 

rules of combat. In truth, however, the Jägerkin do believe in fighting by 

the rules, as noted in one very clear part of the storyline, in which the 

Generals help to repel an invading Wulfenbach force bent on killing the 

wasp-eaters and their handlers. The Generals take an active role in 

fighting each successive wave, and their rule-bound nature comes through 

during the fight. 

 After General Zog uses a thrown blade to cut the soldiers’ 

rappelling lines, General Khrizhan is quick to ask: “Hoy! Does dot count? 

Does killink dem ven dey iz in de air count” (I.12.85)? Zog, quite pleased 

with his accomplishment, notes that “[k]illink hyu enemies alvays counts” (I.12.85). Another 

General, Goomblast, uses his skills as a swordsman to use soldiers’ daggers against them. 

Khrizhan again asks about the fairness of the situation: 

“So… hy s’pose hyu tink dot counts too? Using dere own 

weapons,” to which Goomblast replies, “Ov cause! De 

veapons dun care” (I.12.86)! A third General, after using 

spikes from his own uniform to attack soldiers falling back to 

a more strategic position, is asked by Khrizhan, “Und killink dem ven dey’s running avay, dis 

also counts” (I.12.87)? The General takes a beat before shouting: “Vot in de dumboozle iz de 

matter vit hyu” (I.12.87)? 
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 What, indeed. Khrizhan has, in watching the battle, 

clarified exactly what was fair under the rules of combat 

before taking on his own counter-attack against the 

Wulfenbach forces. As he proceeds to take a large rocket 

launcher abandoned by the forces, aim, and fire it at the 

soldiers’ airship, he explains himself to the other Generals. 

“Vell… Hy just dun vant hyu guyz saying I vos cheating… 

Usind dey own veapons… vile dey iz in de air—before dey ken gets to der running avay? So all 

dot counts? Den hy vin” (I.12.88, see Appendix C for the full-sized strip). The resulting explosion 

impresses the Generals, and Zog replies that it is “still cheating. But in der goot vay” (I.12.88)! It 

may not exactly be cheating as such, because he 

checked at every point, but perhaps killing the 

enemy before they can land is the larger issue (or 

perhaps having a higher body count than the 

others is the sin here). The point is that there are 

clear lines drawn regarding fighting, and while 

this scene may be played for humor, it does not cancel out the fact that there are rules expected 

of a Jäger in combat, and even though it may be a comedic moment, the Jägers take it quite 

seriously. 

 There are also moments in which they attempt to hold others to some semblance of their 

code as well. One in particular may again seem slightly absurd, but it at its core serves to 

illustrate the standards the Jägers hold in fighting. In this case, Dimo helps Agatha to acquire 

clothing, Jäger-style, after an involuntary wardrobe change at the hands of the former Arguron 

king. “Hokay! Iz time for de hy fashion, Jäger-style! Zo—tek a goot look at hyu defeated foe. 

Vot’s he got? …Yez! Vell schpotted! Hyu gots to go for de impawtent schtuff first! Dis here iz a 

verra fine starter hat” (II.4.8). He is not, however, about to make it easy for her, as he 

Image 189: I.12.87 

Image 190: I.12.88 



340 
 

demonstrates that one must begin by sizing up one’s opponent—literally and figuratively: 

“Bezically, hyu looks for sumvun about hyu size, dot hyu tink hyu ken take—und hyu flatten 

dem” (II.4.10)! 

 But his demonstration, which yields a flattened soldier and a 

new pair of pants, was just that: a demonstration. There are no free 

rides; he emphasizes that while the boots were “a first-timers freebie,” 

Agatha needs to take the lessons and, “to do it proper Jäger-style, hyu 

gots to gets hyu own” (II.4.10). Her attempts are fruitless, and, 

frustrated, she finally spots a dress shop and intends to break in. 

Dimo, however, stops her: “No! Only looting from defeated enemies iz 

allowed! Iz de rules! Und hyu dun gots time to conquer Paris” (II.4.33)! 

A “horde of socialites” (possibly revenants), however, soon presents 

itself (II.4.33), and, based on later strips in which she is fully clothed, she succeeds in defeating 

at least one. Again, as before, the critical element in the scene is that there is a set of rules for 

this sort of situation—there is no honor in taking randomly or outright looting, but the defeat of 

an enemy can provide opportunities for acquiring supplies (it also reinforces the value of a hat 

for the Jägerkin). The humor of having to acquire a completely new set of clothes while riding 

and fighting through Paris potentially obscures the seriousness with which the Jägers take their 

rules. 

 Quite possibly one of the most sincerely moving moments in the entire storyline in 

regard to Jägers as a moral center takes place just after the battle of Sturmhalten and the 

Circus’ escape—and Lars’ death saving Agatha. The other characters have all boarded the 

stolen airship, when Augie is startled by Maxim asking for assistance: “Hoy! Giff me a hand 

here! I gots sometink you’ll vant” (I.6.143)! He has carried Lars’ body up the ladder to the 

airship, returning him to his people. When Augie expresses gratitude for the kind act, Maxim 

states the reason quite clearly: 
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Vasn’t gun leave him. Dot Meester Lars—he vos scared to death. Ve could 

schmell it on him. But he come to get Miz Agatha anyvay, und he sacrifice 

himself vitout thinking. He fight vit us Jägers and die for the house of Heterodyne. 

Dot make him as goot as vun of us. Ve don’t leave our own behind. Ennyvay, hyu 

ken take him und try to get him zapped beck, but that don’t vork much. So ven 

hyu bury him—make sure he gots a hat. (I.6.143) 

Lars’ sacrifice for Agatha is in keeping with what would be 

expected of a Jäger in a similar situation, and his action, 

despite his mortal fear, merits being treated like a Jäger 

even in death—including being buried with a hat. Maxim 

provides his own in order to make sure. The imagery 

supports the idea of a moral center moment for the Jägers 

in general and Maxim in particular: when he is speaking to 

Augie, he is illuminated in a way often consistent with 

religious imagery—his face is lit by light cascading from 

above (I.6.143, see Appendix C for the full-sized strip). It 

lends credence to the idea that the Jägers, despite their bloody and conflicted history, are in fact 

quite strict in their conduct and operate with the kind of moral compass that helps to keep those 

around them going in the right direction, an important task considering the presence of imperfect 

protagonists and morally flexible actions.  

 
Special Case: Airman Axel Higgs  

 No discussion of the Jägers is entirely complete without a discussion of Airman Axel 

Higgs, a young man ostensibly in Baron Wulfenbach’s employ and a frequently recurring 

character in the main storyline. But any discussion of Airman Higgs persistently raises one 

specific question: is he a Jäger, as much a part of the group as the Boys? As of the time of this 
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writing, while fan theories abound, there has been no official confirmation on the part of the 

Foglios either way. However, the evidence is particularly strong. 

 The readership first meets Higgs when Dr. Sun describes to Gil exactly what transpired 

to get the Baron to the Great Hospital (I.7.15). The airship transporting the Baron was shot 

down, and Airman Axel Higgs stepped in to rescue the Baron, steady the ship, repeatedly fight a 

delirious and injured DuPree, and save both the Baron and DuPree when their rescue ship 

crashed into a pond (I.7.16-9). Higgs himself was severely injured in the process, but nowhere 

in the account does Dr. Sun describe, nor is it ever depicted, that Higgs received treatment at 

the Great Hospital. Indeed, the only aid rendered was by some passing soldiers (after they 

accidentally shot him); they “called for emergency transport” for the Baron and DuPree “and 

gave Higgs some rum. Lots of rum” (I.7.20). The conversation between Gil and Dr. Sun returns 

to the Baron and the Empire, and it is an interesting transition. 

 Both the Baron (I.7.15, elsewhere) and DuPree (I.7.62) are shown as having received 

treatment, but the first time Higgs is shown is not in the hospital—it is in Mamma Gkika’s, during 

the evening bar fight. He is not in the “tourist” section of the bar but the Jäger section, and he 

appears quite relaxed and in no major discomfort—a quick healing process, considering the 

multiple injuries Dr. Sun earlier described. Even a gap of a 

day or two, plausible given the tempo of the storyline, 

would hardly allow for the regular healing of even the 

gunshot wound, let alone the multiple fractures he 

experienced. It is possible, then, that rather than being at 

Mamma’s for the ambiance, he has arrived for the sake of 

being fixed, just as the Jägers are. This in itself may not be completely convincing; after all, Gil 

was treated at Mamma Gkika’s, and he is certainly no Jäger. However, Gil was brought in by 

Jägers and would not have otherwise known about the Jäger part of the institution, while Higgs 

is unaccompanied. Additionally, he knows the tenor and expectations of the culture: when 

Image 193: I.8.52 
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Zeetha is trying to fight her way through the bar fight, he reminds her that she needs to “keep it 

friendly… no weapons” (I.8.52). That he knows the particulars of the place speaks to insider 

knowledge. 

 It also speaks to an inability to properly enter the town. After fighting Zola, Gil and 

Tarvek find Higgs lying on the floor, severely injured. They are astonished: “If even half this 

blood is yours, don’t move” (I.11.40). Higgs soon fights his way to his feet and, completely 

blood-soaked, tells Gil that he is “[f]it as a fiddle, sir” (I.11.40), which speaks to a Jäger-like 

ability to heal quickly. He then asks permission to leave the Castle and to take Zeetha to 

Mamma’s (I.11.40-1) rather than the Great Hospital—it would be a smarter move, considering 

that Zeetha has been associating with the Heterodyne. He explains his knowledge of Mamma’s: 

“did Mamma a favor once. She’s got a long memory” (I.11.41). While he first asks permission of 

Gil, as is appropriate for a Wulfenbach airman, he also asks for Agatha’s leave—something that 

does not escape Tarvek’s notice:  

TARVEK: I’m sure you’d desert your post 

and hare off to save any green haired 

Amazon. 

HIGGS: Ain’t desertin’, sir. Got 

permission. 

TARVEK: Oh, yes. So you did. From the 

Lady Heterodyne, too, I noticed. (I.11.42) 

Tarvek may well know what’s happening and why, but 

whether he does or not, it does not matter; now that Higgs has permission, he can leave the 

Castle to get Zeetha some help. But the Castle challenges him: “You are abandoning the 

Heterodyne… Until there is an heir—” (I.11.41b). He, however, cuts the Castle off. “Oh, not that 

again! I swear—every twenty years… it’s like some kind of echo” (I.11.41b). Where the Castle is 

concerned, the Heterodyne should be Higgs’ priority, and, although it is cut off, it almost seems 

Image 194: I.11.42 
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to be echoing the frequent statement among the Jägers that they cannot enter the city until an 

heir is found. Neither statement is ever offered to the other characters—just to Higgs. The other 

Jägers know what their priority must be; perhaps the Castle feels that Higgs needs a reminder? 

 While smaller indicators do exist—he has a small slip into Jäger dialect during the fight 

with Zola and states, in relation to the injured Zeetha, that “I vas starting to like her” (I.10.120) 

and he refers to Tarvek as a “smart guy” (I.11.41), a term used frequently by Jägers to refer to 

Sparks and Spark-like characters—the strongest indicators come later in the storyline, after Gil 

extracts Captain Vole from the time stop. Gil wants someone to stay with Vole until he regains 

consciousness, and Higgs volunteers: 

HIGGS: [I]t may be best if he wakes up to someone he 

knows. 

GIL: “Someone he knows”? You just spent half an hour 

fighting him. 

HIGGS: …Well, sir, he… was a Jäger. 

GIL: Hah. Very true. Carry on, Mister Higgs. (II.1.79)  

Here, too, it seems like Gil may have figured out who or what Higgs really 

is, but, like Tarvek, he does not explicitly state it. 

 The connection to the Jägers continues and is perhaps most powerfully seen in the next 

major interaction with Vole. As discussed earlier, Higgs informs Vole that he will be the next 

Jäger General, and Vole is taken aback, remarking that no one will trust him because of the 

horrible things he has done during his time as a Jäger—and, presumably, after his separation. 

Higgs places a hand on his shoulder and reminds him that “[w]e all did—and then we grew up” 

(II.3.118). The use of “we” is a strong indicator here; Higgs is potentially aligning himself quite 

firmly with this group. It could be taken as speaking to a different kind of past for Higgs, not 

necessarily a Jäger one, but taken together with the other examples and more, it is hard not to 

read it as an identification with the Jägermonsters. 

Image 195: II.1.79 



345 
 

 Higgs-as-Jäger may not ending up having a larger bearing on the overarching storyline, 

although the fact that Gkika, who notes that she knows him well (I.12.76); the Castle (I.13.19); 

and DuPree (I.13.149) all hint that he knows far more than he is telling (and not necessarily 

always in a good way) could make him a more significant character later in the storyline. 

Perhaps his ability to exist in both the human and Jäger worlds will serve a purpose as the story 

progresses. Or he may be a personification of the liminality that the protagonists face—he is the 

ultimate in betwixt-and-between, but unlike typical conceptions of liminality, he is far more at 

ease with operating in both spheres. Time will tell whether Higgs is a Jäger or not and what 

impact this will have on the larger work. 

 
Why This Matters  

 A shift away from the hero as morally upright and nearly-unblemished could potentially 

cause a host of other issues—most significantly, it could translate into a degree of ambiguity 

and a lack of grounding that could result in a character that appears to be adrift, to have no 

rooting to one side or another. Such characters could exist in such a shade of grey that they 

have no real purpose. Secondary characters in the Transitional Monomyth, with a greater 

degree of nuance and depth, can help keep a protagonist more balanced, offering more as a 

reliable sidekick. Rather than the largely-cardboard sidekicks of American monomythic works, 

these secondaries provide the main characters with greater depth of character and greater 

insights on the larger plot. The secondary characters can, in some cases, serve to provide a 

moral center as well, providing or modeling the frameworks that the protagonist may either lack 

or simply need reminding of from time to time. 

 Additionally, from a fundamentally entertainment-based perspective, secondaries with 

depth make for more interesting characters to read or watch. These characters become 

interesting individuals with lives and histories of their own, rather than simply existing for the 

sake of mindlessly approving the hero’s actions. It can make for more engaging and engrossing 
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products overall, potentially even drawing in a broader spectrum of audience members who now 

may have more characters to relate to, which is something any content creator would want. 

 
Conclusion  

 The Jägermonsters may not be the only secondary characters in Girl Genius, but 

because of their complicated and complex history, their use as comic relief, and their surprising 

depth of perception, they can, on many levels, become the most interesting ones. While Zeetha, 

Violetta, and many others offer deep levels of nuance and individual backstory, the Jägers and 

their relationship to Agatha, the Heterodynes, and Mechanicsburg mean that they are 

inextricably woven into the whole of the storyline from the very beginning, and rather than being 

mere props as sidekicks of another era might be, the Jägers operate on many levels in service 

to the protagonists while still retaining their own individual and group identities and culture. They 

are the first to identify Agatha as a Heterodyne, and they are among the first to rally to her side 

as bodyguards, advisors, and even mentors. Although the Jägermonsters are historically 

mindlessly brutal fighters, their perceptiveness, talents, and moral structure allow them a greater 

depth of character and greater influence over the storyline than any other group of characters in 

Girl Genius. 
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All Good Things…  

Introduction  

 The American Monomyth has had and continues to have a strong hold over the realm of 

American popular culture. From its roots in the Puritan captivity narratives and the dime novels 

popular during westward expansion through Buffalo Bill Cody and the axial decade of serialized 

and sanitized superheroes, the American Monomyth has long held our attention and 

imaginations as consumers. We aspire to be like Superman, are in awe of the Ingalls family, 

and cheer for John Wayne’s characters as they always, always win the shootout. And a small 

part of us keeps hoping that if we were part of the community in distress, that someone would 

ride in and save the day for us. 

 However attractive the American Monomyth might be, though, it has done us a 

disservice over the years. While we have most certainly been entertained, we have also been 

subject to the monomyth’s pervasive effects, as elaborated on by Lawrence and Jewett: we 

have fallen short of our heroes, we have a distorted view of violence and what it can do to solve 

our problems, and we have gotten so used to the idea that someone will swoop in and save us 

that we have often abdicated any responsibility to save ourselves. The American Monomyth is 

entertaining and enduring, but it is also deeply, deeply problematic, and Lawrence and Jewett 

call for pop culture to take a definite step away from this framework and toward something less 

harmful. 

 This movement away from the American monomythic framework has already begun, 

with heroes becoming more relatable, villains more understandable, and secondary characters 

far more interesting. The Transitional Monomyth recognizes the shift taking place and, building 

on the ideas of Lang and Trimble, codifies the changes into a framework that illuminates the 

narrative structures increasingly seen in pop culture products. Elements of the American 

Monomyth do remain in this new monomythic framework, but this is less a deficit than an 
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acknowledgment that change takes time—a drastic change from an existing, somewhat 

expected narrative structure is not only not feasible but would also prove highly unprofitable for 

content creators. Instead, change has happened gradually and somewhat naturally, with small 

but significant changes gaining momentum. Unimpeachable heroes might still be appealing, but 

so are heroes with qualities and flaws we can relate to. Cardboard villains that allow us to cheer 

when the hero nearly-effortlessly knocks them down for a happy resolution in the end might be 

satisfying, but so is a villain whose complex motives for his or her actions forces us to reckon 

with our own motivations. And while we may like the thought of passively being rescued, there is 

something particularly empowering about rescuing (or helping to rescue) ourselves. The hero 

still has a redemptive act to complete and will still face resistance in doing it, and, at the end of 

the story, will still need to step away to recharge, but these holdovers from the American 

Monomyth, as compared with the subtle-but-critical differences, point toward a transition already 

underway. The Transitional Monomyth does not reflect the final destination but rather a midpoint 

in the shift from one dominant framework to another. 

 

Why the project matters as a whole  

 This project may have set out to codify a new framework and use the webcomic Girl 

Genius as a test case, but, with that complete, the larger question remains: why does this 

project and its actions matter? What does this project have to do with the larger fields in which it 

participates? 

 This work adds another voice to the long-standing discussions that take place in pop 

culture studies in regard to heroes and superheroes. While many works do exist on comic book-

style texts and heroes, this work engages webcomics, which have generally received far less 

attention in the realms of scholarship, despite being a media form with an established history 

and continuously growing fan base. This project expands the field of discussion in pop culture in 
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general and webcomics in particular and hopefully gives greater weight to an underrepresented 

media form in academia. 

 The question has also been raised: how does this project contribute to religious studies? 

I assert that it also expands discussion in this field as well and does it in two ways. The first is in 

its work in the intersection of religion and pop culture. The project not only expands the 

possibilities in pop culture studies, it joins a long-standing conversation on (super)heroes as 

religious figures. This project offers a new mode for looking at heroes that paints them less as 

deities and more as reachable figures. These new characters may operate less as gods and 

more as saints (perhaps with tarnished halos), although this is a rather broad statement that 

bears further research and study. 

 The second is in how the monomythic shift represents a larger societal shift in American 

religious history and identity. The roots of the American Monomyth are deeply embedded in the 

same origins as Robert Bellah’s concept of American Civil Religion, which builds in turn on 

Rousseau’s “simple dogmas” that include “the existence of God, the life to come, the reward of 

virtue and the punishment of vice, and the exclusion of religious intolerance” (Bellah, in Wilcox 

167). Of these features, “punishment of vice” should certainly stand out after examining 

Lawrence and Jewett, who frequently noted that, in disaster films in particular, the catalyst for a 

small town to be imperiled was usually some action or behavior that deviates from a given norm 

or “acceptable” set of behaviors—see the skinny dipping early in Jaws as but one example. 

Additionally, Tertullian ecstasy relies on the “reward of virtue”; only the truly good (including the 

audience) survive these disaster films, which are heavily American monomythic throughout. 

 Further, Bellah specifically points to “biblical archetypes” that include the “Chosen 

People” and “Promised Land” and extol America as “a light to all nations” (Bellah, in Wilcox 

176). The besieged people of the American Monomyth are, in their own way, chosen people 

who find themselves needing a salvific act, an act of redemption, and the Promised Land is 

closely linked to the restoration of Eden that comes from that particular redemptive moment. 
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The heroes that take on the act are the abstemious, unreproachable role models that serve as 

an example to all, and a restored Eden will indeed be a beacon unto the world—because, after 

all, only the good survived. 

 However, much like the American Monomyth, Bellah’s civil religion has been long 

discussed and problematized, particularly for its implicit (and, at times, explicit) erasure of many 

groups in the US, as well as the erasure of or glossing over of actions against these groups. 

Charles Long pushes back against Bellah by noting that this unifying idea of one civil religion, 

“one tradition, the tradition of ‘the mighty saga of the outward acts,’” has been “told and retold in 

such a manner, ‘until it overshadowed and suppressed the equally vital but more somber story 

of the inner experience’” (Long, in Wilcox 183, emphasis in original). This narrative has been 

normalized as objective fact (Long, in Wilcox 183), but Long is “interested in telling a story of 

America that is both true and authentic—a story that can respond to an objective and felt 

meaning of all Americans, a true story of the American peoples that moves beyond concealment 

and invisibilities” (Long, in Wilcox 183, emphasis in original). Long’s approach is in keeping with 

the greater push for recognition of historical reality and telling an inclusive story that values and 

includes all voices that is actively taking place around this discussion.  

 While the Transitional Monomyth still incorporates some of the elements of the American 

Monomyth, ideally it also represents this push for “true stories.” The shift away from sanitized 

characters, clean resolutions, and virtuous violence easily dismissed and toward realistic, 

multifaceted characters, complicated storylines, and repercussions for actions may allow for 

better, more realistic narratives that allow a more diverse range of creators and contributors. 

These stories are, in some way, reflecting a shift in larger society, one that pushes for more 

narratives and less of a “singularity of a normative tradition” (Long, in Wilcox 184). The shift is 

already taking place in how we think of American-ness—what its eventual outcome will be in 

terms of pop culture products remains to be seen. This framework, however, offers a new mode 

of examining societal change through these products. 
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Next steps and further applications  

The Transitional Monomyth  

 The next step for the Transitional Monomyth would be expanding its use to other pop 

culture creations. While the case study on Girl Genius was both successful and exhaustive, 

there are other media forms and other genres besides webcomics and steampunk that it can 

realistically be applied to. Serialized police procedurals on television, recent superhero films 

featuring flawed heroes or decided anti-heroes, and even more recent comic book creations 

could be analyzed for the sake of exploring the limits and potential of this monomythic form. 

 Currently, it seems to best fit dramatic works, but the question of whether it could 

reasonably be applied to comedic pieces remains to be seen; comedies tend to operate under 

their own specific frameworks, rely on different protagonist/antagonist relationships and conflict 

structures, and have long had characters that have (generally) relatable flaws. Additionally, the 

use of the Transitional Monomyth on television programs or films with true ensemble casting 

would raise some questions regarding the presence of secondary characters—if no one is 

secondary, do some main characters serve to offset and ground others, or is there some other 

element that helps them remain grounded? There is no shortage of different avenues for 

exploration and evaluation of the Transitional Monomyth. 

 

Girl Genius 

 For Girl Genius, the possibilities for further expansion are vast and intriguing. As noted 

far earlier, while much of the existing academic interest in this webcomic tends to focus on 

either Agatha as female hero or on the steampunk/gaslamp fantasy setting, far more avenues 

exist, both in this comic and in conversation with other comics and other media forms. 

 Agatha herself offers a host of opportunities, particularly in her role as female hero and 

as savior of the family line. On initial inspection, she could very well fit in with the larger 
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“princess” culture present in American pop culture (dominated by, but certainly not limited to, 

works produced by Disney). Zeetha does indeed refer to her as a “princess,” but what does that 

kind of label do to her as protagonist, especially with the princess profusion in popular culture? 

While the trend in recent years has been toward princesses who operate more as independent 

heroes, the title, when used in works of fiction, often carries very specific connotations and can 

imbue a character with qualities associated with those connotations. Does the princess label 

help, hurt, or not affect Agatha and her mission? Is there a better title one can use for her, one 

that better fits her and the mission? Is she even a good fit for the princess pantheon?  

 Another line of inquiry focuses on Agatha as “chosen” or “special,” particularly in her role 

as, essentially, child prodigy. The presence of “gifted,” “special,” or “chosen” youths and young 

adults is a popular motif in literature, television, and film, but presentations can differ. An 

interesting point of comparison could take place between Agatha and two other webcomics 

main characters—Sheldon, of Sheldon, and Darwin Carmichael, of Darwin Carmichael Is Going 

to Hell. Sheldon is a ten-year-old genius who, aside from running his own multi-billion-dollar 

software company, leads a generally normal life, while Darwin Carmichael, while not a genius, is 

a young man predestined for hell who ends up being instrumental in saving the world from 

destruction. 

 These three examples may differ in exact presentation, but all three feature young 

people set apart in some way from the general public. Agatha is a Spark, which places her 

among the ranks of the most highly intelligent. Sheldon is markedly more intelligent than the 

average ten-year-old but still retains many markedly childlike qualities. Darwin, unlike Agatha 

and Sheldon, is not shown to be hyper-intelligent, but he is as much of a “chosen” individual as 

Agatha is and is also destined for a redemptive task (both for himself and others). What makes 

these characters, identified as distinctly different, so appealing? In an era with a growing desire 

for realistic and relatable characters, why are characters like Agatha, Sheldon, and Darwin 

popular? How would these stories change if the characters were not “special” in these ways? 



353 
 

For Agatha and Darwin, who both have redemptive tasks ahead of them, would their tasks still 

be feasible if they were redeemers emerging from among the people? 

 Agatha’s creative potential as a Spark is also an interesting point of discussion. The idea 

of creation and innovation is also seen in the webcomic Drive: the main point of conflict in the 

comic focuses on the Makers retrieving their creation—the Spirit—from the human empire. The 

Makers, presented as aggressors in the comic, value creation above all else, even basing their 

social structure on acts of creating “spirits134”. Likewise, for Sparks, the act of creating is almost 

second nature; while others can be intelligent, as seen in the professors Agatha worked under 

at the start of the storyline, they do not have that additional creative edge that is the purview of 

Sparks. What does it mean, then, to have the act of creation limited to certain groups? What 

effect does it have on the societies involved? Is there a benefit to such exclusivity, whether 

explicit or implicit, or is it destined to cause problems, as it does in Drive? Another point of 

contention in both Drive and Girl Genius is the idea of developing creations that can, in turn, 

create135,136. What happens when the act of creation is not, in fact, limited? What does it do to 

the hierarchy among the Makers or to the perceived elevated status of the Sparks? What does it 

say about the power to create in general and who this power belongs to? 

 The Jägers are some of the most powerful characters in Girl Genius, both in terms of 

brute strength and in their greater understanding of the situation and its players. As discussed in 

this project, the Jägers serve much the same role as the peripheral characters in many 

Shakespearian works—specifically, the fools. The Jägers merit additional attention and 

examination for their abilities as informed and supportive secondary characters. An interesting 

avenue of investigation would be to evaluate how the Jägermonsters operate as modern 

                                                
134 Kellett, Dave. Drive. DriveComic.com. 29 Aug 2009. Web. 10 Sept 2017. 
135 Girl Genius, I.10.90 
136 Drive, 27 Nov 2010. 
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interpretations of Shakespeare’s fools. How necessary is this role in contemporary pieces, and 

how do the Jägers’ greater, more prominent role in the storyline change that framework? 

 

Conclusion 

 This project set out to evaluate the American Monomyth; explore its roots, presentations, 

and effects; propose an alternative framework; and apply that framework to a test case. In 

working with the webcomic Girl Genius, the Transitional Monomyth demonstrates a shift toward 

protagonists with more realistic presentations, antagonists with understandable motives, 

supporting characters with lives of their own, and a populace willing to take action when need 

be. While there are still a great number of similar threads to the American Monomyth, the 

Transitional Monomyth’s framework, along with its three corollaries, offers up enough of its own 

warp and weft to create a new fabric reflecting the changes taking place in our narratives and in 

our larger culture. While this specific analysis has concluded, for both Girl Genius and the 

Transitional Monomyth, it is just the beginning. 
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Appendix 
 

Appendix A: Full-Sized Images from Chapter 2 

Agatha’s Transfiguration Imagery: Here, Agatha has just consumed water from the River 

Dyne and received a jolt of electricity from the Castle. As described earlier, noted the body 

posture and the enveloping light and energy (I.10.53).  

  



359 
 

Colette’s Transfiguration Imagery: While Agatha’s moment of transfiguration happened 

suddenly and receded quickly, Colette’s moment is rather more dilated—it slowly builds as she 

begins taking the burden of controlling Paris from her dying father (as early as II.4.103, if not 

earlier), and it climaxes as she calls her people and her allies to her in these pages (II.4.111, 

115). As with Agatha, note the outstretched arms and the enveloping in light and energy. Note 

also the body position in the second and third images (II.4.115, 108), balanced on one foot in 

postures reminiscent of Hindu statues in particular. 

  



360 
 

 
  



361 
 

  



362 
 

Agatha in the Coffee Shop: The patrons move from suspicious or critical to awed as Agatha 

sets to work on the coffee engine. This is the first moment in the storyline in which Agatha’s 

humming is identified as “Heterodyning” (I.7.44). 
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Appendix B: Full-Sized Images from Chapter 4 

The Death of Lars: As noted earlier, the layout and content presented in these strips is 

striking—while Agatha stays at Lars’ side, the battle rages around them. The positioning of the 

panels emphasizes the isolation, even in the midst of an active battlefield, and vulnerability that 

Agatha is experiencing (I.6.117, 118, squeak137). 

 

                                                
137 “Squeak” is the given numbering for this particular strip. 
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Appendix C: Full-Sized Images from Chapter 6 

Maxim Gets a Hat: Here, Maxim demonstrates a rare moment of subtlety (Jäger-style) in 

acquiring the much-desired hat. Just before getting thrown out of Old Man Death’s sandwich 

shop, Maxim figures out the best way to get his hat (I.10.K). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



367 
 

Maxim needing to acquire a hat was a result of him giving Abner his old one, with the instruction 

that when the Circus finally buried Lars, they needed to make sure he was buried with a hat. 

While it is not quite the transfiguration imagery awarded to Agatha or Colette, Maxim’s 

impromptu eulogizing, coupled with illumination reminiscent of the depiction of saints, makes 

this a particularly striking moment, one that highlights the virtues Jägers hold dear (I.6.143). 
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General Rules: The Generals, in repelling an invading squadron of Wulfenbach forces, clarify 

the rules by which combat is supposed to operate. General Khrizhan, in the strips leading to the 

one pictured below, has carefully examined these rules in order to accomplish the depicted 

feat—blasting the forces out of the sky—without being in breach of the expected codes of 

battlefield conduct (I.12.88). 
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